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ABSTRACT

FUSHENG LlU JI:
GAPS, LITERATI IDENTITY, AND MEANING OF ARTISTIC CREATION
Hong Huang
November 24, 2011
This study endeavored to provide a new path to understand Fusheng liu

ji (Six Chapters of a Floating Life) by Shen Fu in the middle of the Qing
Dynasty (1636-1911). Shen Fu recorded his love story with his wife Chen Yun
. and his life as a Chinese literatus in his memoir, which had originally six
chapters but only four survived. The characteristics of the couple and their
artistic way of living were admired so much by many readers, among them was
Lin Yutang, who translated Fusheng liu ji and used it as demonstration of
Taoist philosophy and the Chinese traditional way of living. Although Fusheng

liu ji is generally known as one of the best autobiographical works in the
pre-modern time and loved by readers in and outside of China, some important
questions have not been addressed, including the reception history of it, the
literati identity of Shen Fu and Chen Yun, and the true meaning of their artistic
creations. All these questions are scrutinized and explored in this dissertation.

vi

This study uses several scholars who lived in three periods of time
(respectively at the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the
twentieth century, the 1920s through the 1940s, and the 1980s and after) as
examples to explore the reception history of Fusheng Iiu ji. This study also
analyzes the synchronic context of the book including the location of different
gaps in the text and their functions. Further more, this study discusses the
literati identity of Shen Fu and Chen Yun, and also on their most courageous
creation: the playing of literati throughout their lifetime. By doing so, this study
provides an insightful glimpse on the meaning of the Chinese artistic way of
living. Wolfgang Iser's theory of "gaps," as well as the social construction of
reality theory of Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann, and the thoughts on
"play" of Hans-Georg Gadamer, are used as guidelines in this study. The
author of the current dissertation hopes this study can facilitate the further
understanding of the Chinese mentality and artistic spirit demonstrated in
Fusheng liu ji.
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CHAPTER I

SHEN FU AND FUSHENG LlU JI

Shen Fu )Xii[ (1763-1818?), styled Sanbai - 8, lived in the middle of
the Qing Dynasty (1636-1911) in Suzhou Ji.%:1'I'f. China. As a "government clerk,
a painter, occasional trader, and a tragic lover,,,1 he belonged to low-rank
literati who lived in the decaying time of the Qing Dynasty with no hope to
realize the literati ideal that his education and mentality aimed at: to become
part of the ruling class or the scholar-officials group. With a literati self identity
and seeking a literati life style with limited resources, he and his wife Chen Yun
~*:g:

(1763-1803), played literati all their life in their home, neglecting their

other social roles. In his memoir that titled Fusheng liu ji

)-'¥-~7\§C

(six

chapters of a floating life), he created a poetic but tragic life story and a unique
literary work which earned him a lasting position in Chinese literature.
Shen Fu lived most of his adult life in poverty, and wrote in his late 40's a
memoir that consisted of six chapters originally, but only four chapters survived.
In these existing chapters, Shen Fu recorded his love story with her cousin and
later his wife, their artistic way of living, the happiness and sorrows they went
through since they were teens and the tragic early death of Chen Yun after the
couple was estranged by Shen Fu's parents and was driven away by the big
I

Leonard Pratt, and Su-hui Chiang, Six Records, 23.

1

family. Shen Fu also expressed his various interests and knowledge on
literature, painting, garden architecture, flower arranging, interior designing,
and traveling. Chen Yun was depicted by her husband in the book as a very
intelligent woman with deep love for literature and art. Although she never had
any formal education, she taught herself reading and writing, and later she was
even able to read and write poetry with traditional style. As a woman who lived
in China over two hundred years ago, her life sphere was very limited but
nevertheless she loved life deeply with artistic spirit and creative wisdom.
The length of Fusheng liu ji is very short comparing to most of the
autobiographical works in the Western literature tradition. Its chapters are
arranged according to the themes instead of synchronically. The language is
concise and carefully chosen. Many innovations of Shen Fu have composed
the originality and literary achievements of Fusheng liu ji.
The present research aims at an interdisciplinary reading of Shen Fu's
work from the perspectives of (1) the reader-response theory of Iser, especially
his thoughts on "gaps," (2) the social construction of reality theory of Berger
and Luckmann, and (3) the ideas of Gadamer on play, in order to understand
the work of Shen Fu regarding the aspects of his literary achievements, the
social relationships and family life in the Qing time, and the meaning of artistic
living for individuals such as Shen Fu and Chen Yun.
The current study consists of an introductory chapter that focuses on the
general information about Shen Fu and his memoir, including a brief summary

2

about the different editions in Chinese and the translations of English and
other languages of Fusheng liu ji, and also the existing scholarship on the book
in different times.
In order to establish an understanding of how and why Fusheng liu ji,
barely surviving as a manuscript of an almost unknown and unsuccessful
literatus, arrived at its beloved and most discussed "best-seller" status two
hundred years after Shen Fu wrote it, the second chapter examines the
reception of this book in three different historical periods, namely the time
around its first publication in 1877, the first half of the twentieth century when it
became well received, and the time when it is rediscovered and became a
classic in the 1980s and after. By doing so, this study discusses what unique
characteristics of Fusheng liu ji fascinated readers in different times, and how
the literary characteristics, the literati values, and the philosophical ideas
demonstrated in this work have been conceived and understood by them.
Some scholar readers and their works about Fusheng liu ji are studied closely
to exemplify the reading of this work at their times: Wang Tao .:E t@
(1828-1897) in the first period, Yu Pingbo
t*~g1it

JtJ-"¥{B

(1900-1990) and Lin Yutang

(1895-1976) in the second period, Vue Oaiyun ~1i~ (1931-) and

others in the third period.
Using the gap theory of Wolfgang Iser, the third chapter discusses the
gaps and their functions in Fusheng liu ji in order to understand the literary
achievements of the memoir. The author of this study argues that there are

3

three different types of gaps, namely the structural, the language, and the
cultural gaps existing in Shen Fu's memoir, that invite the reader to explore the
meaning of the work and create their own interpretations.
Chapter Four of this dissertation focuses on the literati self identity of
Shen Fu and Chen Yun. The social construction of reality theory of Berger and
Luckmann provides some guidelines for the understanding the formation of
their literati identity, the function of the "significant others," and what being
literati means to Shen Fu and Chen Yun. By analyzing the self identity of Shen
Fu and Chen Yun, this study hopes to explore the relations between the self
and society in the Qing time, in order to facilitate understanding of the tragedy
depicted in Fusheng liu ji.
The fifth chapter discusses the play of literati by Shen Fu and Chen Yun,
in order to explore the meaning of artistic living and creations in their life. This
chapter examines what roles Shen Fu and Chen Yun played at home and in
the society, and how the roles were played. As part-time hermits, they followed
their role model Tao Qian

Ilij;~

(Tao Yuanming

llij;MiI~

365-427) and enjoyed

the time they had in nature whenever the circumstances allowed. As artists,
they made their small world with resonance and taste that resembles esthetics
of literati class in the late imperial time. By being indifferent or shutting
themselves away from the other social roles, they demonstrated certain
amateurism towards the larger world, but had to suffer all the consequences:
they played literati so enthusiastically that they lost themselves in the play.

4

The conclusion chapter will follow and there the findings of this study will
be summarized.
The current study uses Six Chapters of a Floating Life, the translation of
Fusheng liu ji by Lin Yutang in 1935 and reprinted in 2009 by Foreign

Language Teaching and Research Press, as the basic text of discussion. For
the Chinese edition it uses the edition of the People's Literature Publisher in
1980. All the discussion regarding Fusheng liu ji in this study is only based on
the four chapters that were discovered and published originally by Yang
Yinzhuan

t~~[f$

(?-?) in 1877.

Ever since Fusheng liu ji was published for the first time in 1877, the
small book has gone through three major periods in its history of reception.
The first period is during late of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the
twentieth century. The manuscript was found by Yang Yinzhuan. Yang and his
brother-in law Wang Tao put effort to comment and publish the fragmentary
book that caught immediate attention and used as the base for later
publishers.
The second period is from the 1920s well through the 1940s. Fusehng liu
ji caught the attention of some scholars such as Yu Pingbo, Lin Yutang, and

won the popularity among the general public through the introduction and
admiration of scholars like Yu and Lin. Yu Pingbo thought it a book criticizing
the traditional Chinese society and the oppressive big family system that

5

neglects the rights, freedom and happiness of individuals,2 whereas Lin
Yutang considered it a book of "the tenderest accounts of wedded love we
have ever come across in Iiterature.,,3 Lin also believed that "the life of this
couple is one of the saddest and yet at the same time 'gayest' lives, the type of
gaiety that bears sorrow so well.,,4 The book was republished in Beijing by the
publisher Pu She

f~

U

in 1924, with a revised punctuation and a

chronological table of Shen Fu's life made by Yu Pingbo. In 1935, Lin Yutang
translated the book into English and published in the English journal T'ien-Hsia
Monthly 7( T

H fU, and later in 1939, Lin republished his translation of

Fusheng liu ji together with the Chinese origin as a single book by the
publisher Xi Feng She

ESmRU.

From 1924 to 1949, Fusheng liu ji had been

published by twenty-seven different publishers with some versions reprinted as
much as six times. 5
The book also was introduced to the general public through the modern
media of the time, such as the newspaper, magazine, play, and film. In 1943,
Fusheng liu ji was adapted by Fei Mu

.f~

(1906-1951) to a play that

performed more than three hundred times in Shanghai, with some famous
actors and actresses of the 1940s. It was also adapted to Vue Opera, the local
opera in Zhejiang )iH)I and Jiangsu

)I~

provinces. In 1947, a film of the

same title was made based on the play. Also during this period, because of the

2
3
4

5

Yu Pingbo, "Preface for Reprinting Fusheng liuji," 3.
Lin Yutang, Six Chapter, xiv.
Ibid., xv.
http://baike.baidu.com/view/I1684 7.htm# 10

6

translation and fondness of scholars such as Lin Yutang, Fusheng liu ji was
introduced to the Western world and well received. It has translations in
English, Japanese, Czech, Italian, French, Swedish, German, and Malay and
other languages ever since Lin Yutang's translation of English in 1935.
According to Milena Dolezelova-Velingerova and Lubomir Dolezel, the Czech
Scholar Prusek translated Fusheng liu ji into Czech as early as in 1938, and he
retranslated it in 1944. Prusek's translation and introduction are the first
Western scholarly works on Fusheng liu ji. 6
The third period is at about 30 years later in 1980s and continued to the
1990s and after. Fusheng liu ji met its modern Chinese readers and became
even to the extent of a best seller. It was published as a single book by the
major Chinese publishers such as the People's Literature Publishing House in
1980; the Foreign Language Teaching and Research Press in 1999 and 2009;
Yi Lin Press in 2006. It was also published together with works of the same
genre either as classical prose or autobiography. Among such publications is
Guizhong Yi Yu

~

cp t~ §R

(Remembrance Words of a Lady's Chamber),

published by Shanghai Literature and Art Publishing House in 2006. It is very
interesting to notice that most of those republishing in this period are bilingual,
with the original classical Chinese and the English translations either of Lin
Yutang or Leonard Pratt and Chiang Su-hui; or even three language types, i.e.,
the classical Chinese, the translation in modern Chinese, and the translation in

6

Dolezelova-Velingerova and Dolezel, '"An Early Chinese Confessional Prose," 137-160.
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English. Of the one hundred and more different editions of Fusheng liu ji
published all over the world so far,? three quarters of them were published
after 1980. It was marked by the publisher as "wenxue mingzhu" (literary
classic) or even "shijie mingzhu" (world classic) first time in the 1930s,8 hence
printed as a literary classic ever since. There is a new edition of Lin Yutang's
translation that was published in 2009 by Foreign Language Teaching and
Research Press, with a long foreword written by Lin Yutang's daughter, Lin
Taiyi ***Z (1926-2003), who lived and worked in the United States.
The name of Shen Fu and his book is also very familiar to the Chinese
students of the secondary school because a section in the second chapter
"Xianqing ji qu

lijJt~g2,@3"

(the little pleasure of life) has been selected and

adapted with a title "Tong qu

£@3" (the fun

of childhood) to the textbook of the

ih grade in the secondary school for the course of Chinese Language and
Literature since about thirty years ago. The textbook is published by the
People's Educational Publishing House which is the most important and official
provider for the school textbooks in China. Statistics show that in the year 2000
alone, there were approximately 60,000,000 students in secondary schools all
over China. 9 They probably studied this part of Fusheng liu ji, though the
excerpt is short and mainly about the amusement of childhood and the

http://baike.baidu.com/view/I1684 ?htm# I 0
In 1935, Fusheng liuji was published by The World Publishing Company in Shanghai as one of its
"Beautifying literary classic series ~1t::)O~~::.g¥ii~." In 1995, it was published by Huaxia Publishing
House as one of its "One hundred Chinese ancient classic novels cP llillIctJ jiJUJ'§.5i::g¥13il." In 2000, it
was published by Beijing Publishing House as one of its "One hundred classic novels in Chinese
Literature cP llillI:x:~/J\~5t£l[Jm B~·"
9 http://www.edu.cnl20011219/3014655_1.shtml#25
7

8

8

imagination of a child. Perhaps it is not exaggerated to say that every Chinese
who went to secondary school during and after the 1980s knows the name of
Shen Fu and, at least, a part of Fusheng liu ji.
Although the exact number of the copies of Fusheng liu ji bought by the
contemporary readers in China and in other parts of the world is unknown, it is
no doubt that the number is very large, especially after 1980s. The edition
published by People's Literature Publishing House in 1980 alone has 100,000
copies in its first printing. The two editions published by Foreign Language
Teaching and Research Press in 1999 and 2009, have 69,000 copies.
According to the online search of the author of this dissertation on January 8th ,
2011, there are currently twenty-eight different versions of Fusheng liu ji
available in

www.dangdang.com1lt1lt~~.

the largest online bookstore in China.

In fact, this little memoir of Shen Fu, with all its modern Chinese or English
translations and annotations, has been published and republished so many
times that it almost became a best seller in our time quietly.
Much has been said about Fusheng liu ji after it reappeared during the
1920s. Yu Pingbo, the scholar who repunctuated Shen Fu's book in 1924, tried
to understand Fusheng liu ji from the point of view of individuals fighting the
oppressing feudal family and all its rules and hypocrisy. Yu Pingbo's fondness
for the memoir can be demonstrated by his several prefaces written for various
printing of Fusheng liu ji including the one he wrote for one of the German
translations of the book when Yu was eighty-one years old. Of the criticism of

9

the memoir, most famous is Lin Yutang's remark on Chen Yun, whom Lin
praised as "one of the loveliest women in Chinese literature.,,1Q Finding the
way of life of Shen Fu and Chen Yun very close to his understanding of the
traditional Chinese culture, Lin Yutang advocated its beauty and wisdom
expressed by Shen Fu not only by translating Fusheng /iu ji into English, but
also by citing or reprinting the parts of the book in many different
publications. 11
Many writers in the 1930s and after also published their critiques for
Fusheng /iu ji. Zhou Shoujuan

J8j~~,~

(1895-1968) wrote a long preface for

the edition of the book published by Da Dong Shu Ju in 1931. Apart from
analyzing the literary talent of Shen Fu, Zhou also stated the causes of sorrow
of Shen Fu and his wife: the economical pressure of the family life and the
stubbornness and cruelty of Shen Fu's parents. 12 Qian Gongxia ~~0{~
(1907-1977) wrote a preface for the edition of the book published by Qiming
Shu Ju in 1946. Qian is probably the earliest critic to compare Chen Yun to Lin
Daiyu

if;f1i:=li in Hong/au meng

~JJJ~

(The Dream of the Red Chamber),

one of the best achievements in Qing novels. Qian argued that Chen Yun's
tragedy was more moving because she was a real person, and her personality
was even more loveable than Lin Daiyu. Qian also believed that the feudal
ethical code and feudal-minded people were to be blamed. If Chen Yun lived
today, Qian wrote, she would also be persecuted because "we are still far
10
ii

12

Lin Yutang, Six Chapters, xv.
Fang Lu, "Constructing and Reconstructing," 10 1-116.
Zhou Shoujuan, "Fusheng Iiuji zhuiyan," iii.
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away from the time that can tolerate Yun completely.,,13 Shi Damu
Wang Zhenghe alE:7f;: , Ye Dejun

~1,~.t~

51:** '

had all published their study on the

life of Shen Fu and his poems and paintings. 14
Because of historical reasons there exists an absence of major critical
studies on Fusheng liu ji in the mainland China from the 1950s to 1980s.
However, according to Huang Qing ~~$, Zhang Huijian ~&~~U had in 1965
finished a new chronological table of Shen Fu that corrected some mistakes of
the table Yu Pingbo made in 1924, and also provided new information about
the late life of Shen Fu and his trip to Ryukyu Islands Jfrf.J*M~ of Japan.
Although Zhang's work was published in 1986, it is still an important progress
in the Study of Fusheng liu ji. 15
Meanwhile, scholars in other countries had been paying constant
attention to Fusheng liu ji during that period. Among them, the research of
Milena Dolezelova-Velingerova and Lubomir Dolezel in 1972 has done a solid
work for the discussing on the literary genre of Fusheng liu ji and its historical
importance in the development of subjectivism and individualism in Chinese
modern literature. Comparing Fusheng liu ji with traditional autobiographical
works, the confessional poetry, the minor genres of classic prose "biji$'§c"
including miscellaneous notes, travel sketches, and the biji obituary in the Ming
and Qing time, Milena Dolezelova-Velingerova and Lubomir Dolezel stated
that Fusheng liu ji was "an early Chinese confessional prose", that "prepared
13

14

15

Qian Gongxia. "Xin xu," iv.
http://blog.sina.com.cn/tfsr
Huang Qiang, "Bu shu," 5-7.
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grounds for the rise of modern Chinese subjective prose and works with strong
autobiographical elements" such as those of Yu Dafu, Sa Jin, Ding Ling, and
Guo Moruo. 16 According to Li Zeng, the study of Dolezelova and Dolezel
about Fusheng liu ji is very significant, as it continued the research on Fusheng
liu ji by the Czech sinologist Prusek in 1957,17 therefore "is one of the reasons

why Shen's work became well-received and very popular in the 1980s and
beyond.,,18
Steven Owen in 1986 discussed Shen Fu's work in his Remembrances
from the point of view of self-deception. Distinguishing "the way it should have
been" with "that is how it was", Owen argued that Shen Fu confused these two
points intentionally, and therefore his creations, no matter the mountain in the
tray or the memoir he wrote, were simply "acts of desire and of eternal
unsuccessful self-deception.,,19 Some of examples of Shen Fu's self-deception
that Owen quoted and thought absurd and deceptive (such as to call the male
sex organ as "Juan

gW or "egg", or the story of the young boy's "egg" was bitten

by a worm, or the remedy of forcing a duck to breath on the swollen "egg" in
order to cure it) are misunderstandings of the Suzhou dialect and the local
customs. 20 Nevertheless, Owen pointed out some important aspects so far
Ibid, 157.
Milena Dolezelova-Velingerova, and Lubomir Dolezel, "Chinese Confessional Prose," 138.
18 Zeng, personal email on March 16,2012.
19 Owen. Remembrances, 103.
20 The male sexual organ is still called "loon ~W' literally means "egg" nowadays in the Wu dialect regions. The
small children in China, especially boys, often wear "kaidang ku 001~fJl" (open-seat pants) before five years old,
therefore their private parts are easily to be bitten by insects (Shen Fu used a convenient explanation "luan wei
qiuyin suo ha 9P~'llfi:2jlpfi~" to blame the earthworm, however, it could be all kinds of insects) while play on the
ground. The remedy of using duck's saliva to cure swollenness of boys , sexual organ is still practiced in the
countryside of Southern China today, see also Xiao, Yao1in "Qing shen si hai bijian ru chuan," in Movie Review
~W;B'I'fl' 21 (2009): 105.
16

17
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neglected by the scholarship of Fusheng liu ji, such as whether and why Shen
Fu lied in the memoir. These questions are excluded in the range of present
research but need to be addressed more thoroughly in the future.
Vue Oaiyun

~1i*

in 1988 saw Shen Fu as one of the intellectuals in

the collapse of the feudal dynasty, and discussed the old and ever frustrating
problem of the Chinese intelligentsia: "how to serve without becoming
corrupted and how to retain self-respect when out of office or favor.,,21 Her
study is probably the most profound contemporary research work on Shen
Fu's life and his work.22
Martin W. Huang in his research on the literati identity and its
presentation and representation in Qing fictions stated that Shen Fu "was
probably the first Chinese writer who, without the aid of a mask, wrote directly
about the intimate details of his private life, especially his love for his wife." He
also maintained that Fusheng liu ji, the same as Hong/ou meng, is not a
confessional work that emphasizing personal guilt?3
The multitude of scholarly works about Fusheng liu ji appeared in the
mainland China mainly after the 1980s, especially after 2000. The database of
the National Library in Beijing shows that more than 200 articles on Fusheng
/iu ji had been published in Chinese academic journals during the period from

2000 to 2008. Most of the articles discussed Fusheng liu ji from the point of
view of either the author or the text but not the reader. For example, some
21
22
23

Cyril Birch, "Postscript," 143.
Yue Daiyun, Intellectuals, 38-56
Martin W. Huang, Literati and Se/fReiPresentation, 108.
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articles discussed the life span of Shen Fu, by using the newly found evidence
related to Shen Fu in the works of his friends such as Shi Yunyu Efllljl.::E: (Shi
Zhuotang

Ef~¥:

1755-1837) who was the child friend of Shen Fu and later

became his employer after the death of Yun. Others analyzed Shen Fu and his
wife's characters described in the book, or examined the beautiful and concise
language style Shen Fu used in his work to depict the nature and life around
him. Some tried to see Shen Fu and his work in the cultural background of the
middle Qing Dynasty, others focused on Chen Yun, who loved literature and
had a somewhat awaking self-identity. Some critics even tried to analyze Chen
Yun's love for her husband and her feeling towards the young prostitute
Hanyuan

~~

from the point of view of the postmodern queer theory of

bisexuality.24
Many scholars also compare Fusheng liu ji to other classical or modern
novels or autobiographical works such as Hong/au meng, Shi shuo xin yu

ifJT§£ (A new account of tales of the world), Jin ping mei

~JfRfflj

i!:!:§>t

(The plum in

the golden vase), Yingmei'an yi yu ~f~mfti§£ (Memoirs of the plum shadow
hut), Shafei nilshi de riji ~j~::Y.:±8"JB§c (The diary of Ms. Sha Fei), and so
on. These researches, on the one hand locating Fusheng /iu ji in certain literary
background and explored its literary roots; on the other hand, they all
discovered certain uniqueness and creation of Shen FU?5
In 2002, Cheng Zhangcan f~~m studied the characters of Chen Yun,

24

25

See Wang Ren'en and Xie Zhihuang, 2005; Huang Yunzhu, 2002; Feng Wen-kun, 2002; Wang Yan, 2008.
See Chen Yuxi, 1980; Zhang Ruiqing, 1992 and 1996; Zhang Xiaoqian, 2003; Tian Chongxue, 2002.
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analyzed the conflicts between her strong personality and the "female virtues"
required by the big family,26 Kuang Yanzi I~MT pointed out that it was Shen
Fu who had encouraged the "emancipation" of the real side of Chen Yun's
character, that eventually led their tragedy for its conflicts with the big famill 7 .
Although both the studies of Chang and Kuang mentioned here are in the
realm of gender study, they represented the new understanding of Fusheng liu

ji from a wider background under the influence of the contemporary Western
critical theories and practices.
Many researches and PhD dissertations are on Lin Yutang, the first
English translator of Shen Fu's memoir. The original work of Shen Fu and Lin's
translation from the point of view of translation theory or feminist theories were
discussed. For example, Fang Lu used one chapter to discuss Fusheng liu ji in
her dissertation in 2008, analyzed the importance of Chen Yun in Lin's
endeavor to construct the Chinese women's image. 28
However, some important questions remained untouched in the existing
scholarship on Fusheng liu ji. For example, what makes it possible for

Fusheng liu ji from a barely surviving manuscript to become a "best seller" in
roughly a hundred years? If it is not pure luck, then what in this book appeals
to readers of different times? What makes Shen Fu to believe that he is born
as a literatus? What makes the couple's relationship so unusual in their time?
Why do Shen Fu and Chen Yun, the marginal members of literati, adhere so
26

27

28

Cheng Zhangcan, "Yun de xing xiang fen xi," 846-858.
Kuang Yanzi, "Chen Yun de qing shen zhi lei," 859-879.
Fang Lu. "Constructing and Reconstructing," 101-152.
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stubbornly to the literati ideals and way of life which they are not able to afford?
Without answering these questions, the study of Fusheng liu ji can only be
confined to the beautiful language it used, or the touching love story it told, or
the artistic life style it depicted.
The author of the current dissertation wishes to answer the above
mentioned questions in the light of certain perspectives of Iser, Berger and
Luckmann, and Gadamer. No existing studies including PhD dissertations in
English or Chinese were found so far that discussed Shen Fu's memoir from
the perspective of Iser's "gaps," or the identity of Shen Fu and Chen Yun, or
the life style of the couple from the perspective of Gadamer's "play." Therefore,
this study aims to provide new perspectives and insightful understandings in
the interpretation of Fusheng liu ji, and to contribute a closer and more
profound appreciation of the true spirit of Chinese literature and art.
In order to reach the research goals, the present study concentrates on
the reception of Fusheng liu ji in the aforementioned three time periods on the
one hand, and the following three facets of the memoir on the other: gaps in
the text, self identity of Shen Fu and Chen Yun, and the meaning of artistic
living in their lifelong playing of literati. Examining the reception of the memoir
in the three different times through some case studies can offer historical or
diachronic contexts and perspectives in answering the research questions,
whereas analyzing the work closely in the three facets will provide the answers
with synchronic perspectives or large social-cultural contexts.
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CHAPTER II

THE RECEPTION OF FUSHENG LlU J/: THREE PERIODS

This chapter will address the reception history of Fusheng liu ji in three
different historical periods, namely the end of the nineteenth century and the
beginning of the twentieth century when Shen Fu's memoir was barely known
by his readers, the 1920s through 1940s when it gradually became popular via
the critiques of Yu Pingbo, the translation and writing of Lin Yutang, the mass
media promoting of theater, play and film. The third period started with the
republishing of Fusheng liu ji in 1980, and with the phenomenal frenzy of
English learning and the new and high technology development of computer
and Internet. The work of Shen Fu is still going through the process of
reappraisal and interpretation.

1. Wang Tao and the first period: 18705 -19105
The manuscript of Fusheng Iiu ji was found by Yang Yinzhuan whose life
was unknown excepting that he selected some memoirs and essays not far
from his time and published them in letterpress as a series in the name of

Duwu'an cong chao

jijH-HltfiUj> around 1878. Duwu'an is the name of his

studio meaning literally "the house where one is enlightened alone," hence his
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pen name "Duwu'an ju shi," the "lay Buddhist lives in the house of being
enlightened alone." The series has four volumes and Fusheng liu ji takes the
first two volumes. The third volume includes two works named "Stories of Mr.

Jingting" (Jingting yi shi

II T ,)lc$)

and "Limpid Talks of Tianshan Mountain"

(Tianshan qing bian :-Rw5}f¥f¥), the fourth volume has a book titled "Random
Records of Seeing and Hearing" (Wen jian za lu IitJJUttj). All of the authors
of his selections were already unknown to the public at the time Yang
published these works. The themes of the series include memoir and
autobiography (Fusheng liu ji and Jingting yi shl) , the way of self cultivating
and pursuing longevity (Tianshan qing bian), and notes of traveling (Wen jian
za lu), which are perhaps Yang's personal favorite topics. Yang wrote a very
short preface for Fusheng liu ji, in which he said all his friends were infatuated
by the work of Shen Fu, however, no one in the town had any idea about who
the author was. He also asked his friend Pan Linsheng

;m~±

to write

another preface, and Wang Tao the postscript. Wang is Yang's brother-in-law,
and one of the earliest Chinese journalists and translators. Wang sent Yang his
postscript, as well as six poems he found written by Guan Yizuo

rg&€1~

,a

contemporary literatus of Shen Fu, who was probably the only person known
so far who had read and commented the complete book of Shen Fu with six
chapters and mentioned the last two chapters in his poems. 29 Yang published
all these materials together with Shen Fu's four surviving chapters in 1878,

29

Zhang Jun, "Fusheng liuji de ling yi duan gong an," Changzhau ri baa ~)'1'18W, November 16,2007.
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about seventy years after Shen Fu wrote his small book. The other works of
the Duwu'an cong chao were forgotten again in time, only Fusheng liu ji was
republished in 1907 in Yanlaihong cong bao fli*~Iiii¥llL the Soochow
University Annual, and republished again in 1915 by Wang Junqing

.:Ej:'::Jgg~

(1867 -1935), as the part of Shuo ku §>GW, the collection of one hundred and
seventy short stories from Han through Qing dynasties. Since then, the
fragmentary book caught the attention of the general public.
Pan Linsheng's life is also unknown apart from the few words he said in
the preface for Fusheng Iiu ji, that his life was unsatisfactory with many regrets,
that he had many things in common with Shen Fu, and what Shen Fu said was
what Pan wanted to say though he was about sixty years the junior. His
comment on Fushen liu ji was that the book had all the excellence of some
famous literary works of the late Ming and early Qing, such as Yingmei'an yi yu
of Mao Xiang

~~

(1611-1693), which was a famous memoir about Mao's life

with his concubine Dong Xiaowan
Yizhi
~

]JJ;)~

of Li Yu

i1f/J\3IB;

the Wuli xiao zhi

to/]f][/J\g~

of Fang

(1611-1671), a collection of scientific essays; and Yijia yan

-*

*)m (1611-1680), a collection of essays on the art of living; and

also Xu Xiake You ji

1j~~':§:}Qi§c

of Xu Hongzu

1#;~Lt~

(1587-1641), which is

a collection of diaries of travel. Pan is correct in the sense that Fushen liu ji
includes all the themes of the above mentioned books, though it is shorter than
either of them. Pan also described Shen Fu's work as "heartbroken and
beautiful, passionate and touching, and indeed it moved people deeply in the

19

Similar to Pan Linsheng, Wang Tao also referred his personal life in the
postscript he wrote for Fusheng liu ji. Like Shen Fu, Wang Tao was born in
Suzhou, and married quite young in 1847, soon after he failed his civil service
examinations. 31 His wife Yang Bao'ai, the younger sister of Yang Yinzhuan,
died at the age of twenty-two in 1850. According to Paul A. Cohen, Wang Tao
and his wife "seem to have shared a deep mutual attachment,,,32 which is quite
unusual in the time of arranged marriages. In the postscript for Fusheng liu ji,
Wang recalled that he had read the original book of Shen Fu one year before
the death of his wife, and had written some words at the back of the book that
he considered now an evil prophecy of the death of his wife:

It takes the cultivation of several incarnations to be able to marry a
beautiful woman. The creator is jealous of talented and pretty women;
therefore they are either widowed or die early. The gifted scholar and
beautiful woman are rarely married to each other, and if they married,
they will be either widowed or die early. How pitiful! However, it is
because they will end up widowed or die early, their love becomes
deeper. If it is not so, what is the benefit even if they were to live together
for a hundred years? If a beautiful woman married to a talented scholar
but she had to die early, it is better then she lived long but could not to
marry to the scholar.33
Wang Tao copied these words in his postscript for Fusheng liu ji in 1877,

30
31

32
33

Pan Linsheng, "Fusheng liuji XU," 65.
Wang Liqun. "Wang Tao yan jiu," 179.
Paul A. Cohen, Tradition and Modernity, 13.
Wang Tao, "Fusheng liuji ba," 69, my translation.
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twenty-eight years after he first read this book. The life he had with his young
wife, a girl grown up in a literati family, is vanished now, just like Shen Fu's
happy days with Chen Yun, when they drank wine, wrote poetry, talked about
art and literature. "It was not long before everything turned into dreams ~ ~1PJ
8~

, ~t)]§'f;J." Here he was echoing the words of Li Bai

*8

(701-762), Su

Shi ~tr\ (1037-1101), and Shen Fu about the dreamlike life. His father died in
1849, a year later his wife passed away. He wrote an article around 1850 about
his feeling of dreams:
Life's successes and failures are over soon enough ... If I could but
finish out my allotted span with a long dream, losing myself in sleep, the
pleasure I should feel would be boundless."34
Since life was after all nothing but a dream, he would exchange his life
time into a long dream. However, as a man "between tradition and modernity,"
as Cohen called him, Wang Tao on the one hand shared the traditional literati
values and life style Shen Fu adhered to; on the other hand, he became one of
the "treaty port intellectuals" because of all the changes happening in China in
his time. Wang Tao was later regarded as "a famous bourgeois thinker,
reformer and educator," and also 'the father of the Chinese news,.,,35 By the
time he wrote the postscript for Fusheng liu ji, he already worked for the
western missionaries such as Walter Henry Medhurst

~'M~,~,

(1796-1857) in

Shanghai, helped him to translate the new Chinese version of Bible in 1853,
became a Christian in 1854, and wrote a letter to the Taiping rebels in 1862,

14
lS

Paul A. Cohen, Tradition and Modernity, 12.
Wang Liqun, "Wang Tao yanjiu," (PhD diss., Peking University, 2003)
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suggested them to make friends with the western countries; thus he was
wanted by the Qing government as a traitor of the country. He had to hide in
the British Consulate in Shanghai, then went to Hong Kong secretly in the
same year, and worked there for James Legge

fJ.1ftE.:§- (1815-1897) in his

translation of the Chinese classics The Thirteen Canons

+-=~?f. In 1867 he

was invited by Legge to go to Europe and stayed with the Legge's family for
more than two years in Scotland. He even gave a speech in Oxford University
as the first Chinese scholar ever to present there. In fact, he "was probably the
first classically trained Chinese scholar in the modern era to spend a
meaningful period of time living in the West.,,36 In 1870 Wang came back with
Legge to Hong Kong, and in 1874 Wang started the first Chinese newspaper,
the Universal Circulating Herald 1J§f~ B ¥&, with the machine he bought from
Legge's printing factory. In 1875 he published some of his political essays that
brought him fame as a reformer, and he was going to write in the next ten
years about eight hundred of such political essays in newspapers to preach
the political reform in China. 37 When he looked back at the point of writing the
postscript for Fusheng liu ji, he might feel that his years after the death of his
wife were dreamlike indeed.
However, among all his endeavors in literature, translation, politics,
journalism, and education, and so on, he valued his literary work the most. He
wrote many short stories and essays and published three collections of them in

36
37

Cohen, Tradition and Modernity, 67.
Zhang Zhichun. Wang Tao nian pu.
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his life time. According to Cohen,
These stories, part fact and part fancy, often revolved around the
hackneyed Buddhist theme that men reap the consequences of their acts.
Modeled in style after the tales of the renowned early Ch'ing writer P'u
Sung-ling (1640-1715), they sold well enough in the last decades of the
nineteenth century to net their author a not inconsiderable income. 38
For his role as translator, his attitude is interesting because he did not
take it very seriously though he did help to translate many important works
both in the West and in China. As a late Qing literatus trained for the civil
service examinations, his failure in becoming the member of the ruling class
through the examination is a lifelong trauma for him. To work as a translator for
the westerners was not his goal of life but only a convenient way to survive.
Living between his literati ideals and western influences, his life is marginal
and despised by the society and even by himself. His attitude towards his
translation career can be illuminated by his response to his friend Guan Xiaoyi

g;J \~ who refused to translate the Old Testament for the American missionary
Elijah Coleman Bridgman

t!1f)€Jx (1801-1861), because it's contradictory to

Confucianism. Wang Tao disagreed with Guan:

The one who wanted to translate a book should take care of the
meaning of the translation. I as the translator am only in charge of the
polishing of the words, but not the right or wrong of the original. Moreover,
the literati who are hired for translation only write randomly without being
serious and careful, so the logic of the reason, the clearness of the
vocabulary, are all not our concerns and responsibilities. Therefore what
3X

Cohen, Tradition and Modernity, 73.
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is the harm to do the translation?

39

This kind of work ethic has its origin in the literati ideals and values of "the
three things that not decay" (san buxiu -

::ff'J) , i.e., to establish oneself by

virtue, deeds and words, in that the translation for westerners is excluded and
therefore it does not deserve to be treated seriously. Shen Fu expressed the
same "amateurism" in his memoir that will be further discussed later in this
research. In addition to his attitude towards translation, Wang Tao also was not
very enthusiastic and serious about his position as a newspaper man though
he was in charge of the publishing of Universal Circulating Herald 1J§!i B ¥&. In
1875, he hired Hong Shiwei to be the chief commentator, and concentrated on
his own literary works: "I am going to use the leisure to edit my lifelong writings

However, as his political essays started to win him fame as a reformer, a
man with political talent and global knowledge, he wrote more for the paper
and created his own style of political essays. As Cohen states, when more
officials and younger reformers went to Wang To for his opinions, his social
status moved up and he became successful as a journalist and political essay
writer.41 Finally he partly fulfilled his ambition of establishing himself by words.
Wang Tao published his autobiography "Taoyuan lao min zi zhuan
~El1.$"

~~~:g

in Taoyuan wen lu wai bian ~~l'OO::xJff;)-H,i in 1882, in the same volume

Wang Tao. Diary of April 12th, 1859. Quoted in
http://forum.book. sina.com.cnlviewthread. php?tid=22I 2636&page= 1#pid18021 06
40 Yi Rong. '"Wan Qing zhi shi fen zi de ban bao shi jian: Wang Tao yu Xun huan ri baa," Guangmin Daily, Sep.
14th, 2010. http://www.chinanews.com/cuIl2010/09-14/2530892.shtml
41 Ibid.
39
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with the postscript he wrote for of Fusheng /iu ji. Some critics believed that
Wang, under the influence of Confessions of Jean-Jacques Rousseau
(1712-1778), had written the first confessional autobiography in the Chinese
literary history, and he "became the pioneer in the liberation of the writing style
in the late Qing and thus had great influence on the modern autobiographers
such as Yu Dafu and so on.,,42 Wang Tao is much more lucky than Shen Fu,
because as some critics pointed out, if Shen Fu's memoir was published in his
lifetime, it "would probably have scandalized the reading public" for its
directness in the way the author describing his love stories and his life
experiences, the intimate details of his private life. 43 While eighteenth century
China was still not ready for Shen Fu's direct self-representation, the late
nineteenth century China was more tolerant for Wang Tao's bold self
disclosures and advertising in his autobiography. However, as Martin W.
Huang argued that the emphasis of Fusheng liu ji, similar to another Qing
novel Hong/au meng of Cao Xueqin ~~1f (1724-1763), is not "the personal
guilty" or "a publicizing of one's sinful self,,,44 the author of the current study
believes that Wang Tao's autobiography is not really confessional either.
Although Wang Tao is a Christian since 1854, his autobiography is closer to
the traditional Confucianists' "self-examination

El~'"

rather than the true

confession of the personal defects and sin. Take brothel visiting as an example.
Shen Fu did not feel guilty or criticize himself for his behaviors in Guangdong
42
43
44

Wang Jiannong and Wang Chengjun. "A Discussion on the Biography ofQing Dynasty," 98-101
Huang, Literati and Self-ReIPresentation, 151.
Ibid., 108.
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JJBf:[

with the prostitute Xi'er ~x, but rather took it as the demonstration of his

unconventional free spirit and deep emotional capability. Similar to Shen Fu,
Wang Tao also recorded his brothel visiting and heavy drinking behaviors in
Fusan ri ji 1~~ B §C, the diary of his visiting of Japan in 1879, with the same

attitude of self-embellishment and self-justifying. In his discussion about the
Chinese biography and autobiography, Yang Zhengrun pointed out in 2007
that without the tradition of admitting the sinful nature of human beings as the
Christianity does, the so called confessional autobiography in the early
twentieth century can only become self-defending and even self-advertising.
In all, Wang Tao can be regarded as the example of the scholar readers
in the first period of Fusheng liu ji coming into its reception. Wang Tao and his
contemporary literati, who were trained in the traditional way and held the
literati values and ideals found in Shen Fu's memoir the true person with free
spirit they admired, the frank and un-disguised self-disclosure they imitated,
the passion for literature, art and nature they shared, the life style they loved
but probably not able to perform, and the woman who understood them with
the ideal talent and resonance they appreciated. The personal success and
writings of Wang Tao also promoted and influenced the reception of Fusheng
liu ji in the second period.

2. Yu Pingbo, Lin Yutang and the second period: 1920s - 1940s

The reception of the book during the second period should have a lot to
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do with what was trendy then, for better or worse, under the influence of the
May Fourth movement that took "anti-feudalism," "anti-Confucianism," and "the
emancipation of the individuals" as the major slogans, and rejected the past
completely.45 Readers of this time thought Fusheng liu ji a book full of the spirit
of individualism that fought the control and the callousness towards individuals
in the feudal family. As for the scholar readers like Yu Pingbo and Lin Yutang in
the iconoclastic time of the 1920s and the more "modernized" 1930s, they
appreciated particularly the topic that individuals were suppressed by big
feudal family with Confucian ideology and conventions, as well as the highly
idealized traditional life style or the pursuit of such a life in the book.
Yu Pingbo played a crucial role in the reception of Fusheng liu ji in this
period. The two prefaces Yu wrote for the book in 1923 and 1924 caught
immediate attention of readers of Fusheng liu ji. Yu also contributed his new
punctuation for the book, as well as a chronological table for the life of Shen Fu.
Being a young scholar on Chinese classical literature and an active writer of
the 1920s, his works paved the path for the reading and further publication of
this little book. His version of Fusheng liu ji became the standard version with
his punctuation and the chronological table.
The first preface Yu Pingbo wrote for Fusheng liu ji appeared in the
weekly paper Wen Xue (Literature) on October 29, 1923. The preface
published together with the articles of Xu Zhimo

4;

Yue Daiyun. Intellectuals, 58.
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f~~~

(1897-1931), Zheng

Zhenduo ~~tJiH~ (1898-1958), Zhu Ziqing

* E3

5~

(1898-1948), all were

prominent names in the Chinese modern literature. Yu's second preface for
Fusheng liujiwas published in the same paper, on August 18,1924.
In his first preface, Yu took Fusheng liu ji as a work of attacking feudal
family conventions, and addressed the question why the Chinese traditional
literature did not produce any great autobiographical works. Under the great
tide of the May Fourth Movement, and the influence of all kinds of Western
philosophical, ideological, and social theories of the time such as those of
Marx, Nietzsche, Tolstoy, and so on, the generation of Yu Pingbo, as he said in
the first preface, "were poisoned by the foreign evils

:z!s.:Ecp7.5l-f-S"]W,"
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meaning influenced deeply by the Western thoughts of that area. He was
frustrated for the nation's legging behind of the world and wanted to reject the
Chinese tradition completely. Yu Pingbo described the Chinese contemporary
society as a "vast desert," without talented artists, without aesthetics in
ordinary people's daily living, but ugliness and staleness everywhere. "If I was
not born here thus have a relation with China, I did not feel anything that I
could affectionately attached with her 5fZ/F1:~ttJJt
~:Yl1~frtE)jt:jf-!!!1~PJH~~S"]fii:]Jtt."

' /FtDcp~g-1:rnru{*, '

~U

Yu also described the Chinese literati in

general as "not only lacking of a sound historical point of view, but also
impoverished in deep historical interests /F{1::3j~:jf{7!-i:S"]~st:W[~ ,

y
46

5* $

rm..Ei ilifIiR

S"] fft st: ~ Mf:l ," therefore the Chinese autobiographical works are

Yu Pingbo. "Ni chong yin Fusheng liuji xu," 3, my translation.
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embarrassingly poor in quality and few in numbers compared to other
countries. In analyzing the causes, he believed that the Confucian feudal
family was to be blame because it strangled the creativity of individuals and
made them the slave of the family:

To conclude, the majority of the Chinese families, function only in
getting cloths and food, and reproducing offspring, then what left is all
intriguing and plotting against each other, fighting for apparent benefits,
or covered jealousy. ... Fusheng liu ji is only an example that
demonstrates the subtle mark of a tiny ripple among the enormous huge
crushing waves ... 47
Yu also believed that the tragedy of Shen Fu and Chen Yun was caused
by the conflict between their will to develop their talent and express their
feelings, and the authority and power of social conventions and patriarchal
family. Since such conflict in Yu's time was still continuing, he thought the little
book of Shen Fu, though not being a perfect autobiographical work, was
nevertheless worthy introducing to the readers.
However, in the second preface Yu changed his tone of social criticizing
and focused on the literary achievements of Fusheng liu ji mainly. He praised
Shen Fu as an "unrestrained man with true heart and character

Jl.:tEt~i¥JlijJ

A," and his book had a "true me" everywhere because of its writer's sincerity
and disparagement on fame and profit. Yu also used many "high-end" words to

47

Ibid.
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praise the book's structure and language:

It possesses the perfection as it has been worked on painstakingly
for more than thousands of times, but there is nothing to show the
carving and polishing. Simply as a picture-liking landscape, it is natural
but it fits the artistic intentions everywhere ... It is just like a piece of pure
crystal, you can only see its lucidity and beauty, but you can not see its
background color that serves as a contrast; you can see its subtleness,
but you can not see any trace of making it so subtle. 48
By the time Yu wrote this preface, he was already a young professor
teaching in Peking University and Tsinghua University, and had published
three collections of the "new poetry" in the modern style that was started after
the May Fourth Movement, and he also published an influential research work
Hong/au meng bian Hi'I~¥J~ on the Qing novel Hong/au meng. He also

published many works of prose which are among the best works of the modern
literature. No doubt his prefaces were influential and even compass-like in the
reception of Fusheng /iu ji. In fact, it is probably not exaggerating to say that
the two prefaces, especially the second one that was republished together with
Fusheng Iiu ji in 1980 by the People's Literature Publishing House, were the

most read and quoted articles among all his writings.
Yu Pingbo also wrote several poems for Shen Fu's paintings and seals in
the 1930s. 49 In 1981, Yu wrote his third preface for the new German

48
49

Yu Pingbo, "Fusheng liuji xin XU," 2, my translation.
Yu Pingbo, "Wei Chen Naiqian ti Shen Sanbai yin zhang," in Yu Pingbo quaYlji di yi juan, 407.
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translation of Fusheng liu ji by Hermut Martin

)~)~l€,

whose version may have

not been published eventually. Yu's preface was published independently in
Xue lin man lu ~;f*)i~f; in Beijing in 1983, in which he emphasized again the
"true" and "natural" characteristics of the small book, which he took as the
secret of its success:

~~F=~

0

In the reading of this book, its sorrow or happiness can touch my
heart, and with its simple language and small size, it surpasses those
enormous books with languish words. The reason is simple: it is true and
natural. Say what you sincerely wanted to say is to be true, and express
your bosom feeling is to be natural. True and natural are two categories
but in fact they are the same thing. 50

True and natural are what Yu Pingbo saw in Shen Fu's memoir, and are
important values he cherished as an intellectual who was trained in the
traditional way but was facing all the changes in the world and China. In his
first poetry collection The Winter's Night (Dong ye :?-f5z) , Yu wrote that he
believed the real poet was the adult child, man who had not lost his heart of an
new-born baby:

50

Yu Pingbo, "Fusheng Iiuji De yi ben xu," my translation.
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I only desired to use the modern language, to express naturally and
vividly myself, the self living among other human beings, the self lives for
love .... Only a man, who has a heart of new-born baby, can be considered a
real poet, a poet that not dies .... I call him an adult child. 51
Born in Suzhou, in a famous Qing Scholar-official's family, Yu Pingbo
was originally trained for the purpose of participating civil service examinations
and carrying forward the family glory. His great grandfather is Yu Vue

1Wt~

(1821-1907), the prominent late Qing scholar of Confucian classics, who lived
in Suzhou and Hangzhou after his retirement from a official position and had
many famous Qing scholars such as Zhang Taiyan
Wu Changshuo

~§1iffi[

~:t:~

(1869-1936), and

(1844-1927) as his students. Yu Vue once had lived in

the private garden of Shi Yunyu, who was the longtime friend and later
magistrate of Shen FU. 52 Yu Pingbo's father Yu Biyun 1W~~~ (1868-1950) is
also a high rank scholar-official of the Late Qing and a famous poet and
historian in the early modern time. When Yu's great grand father died in 1908,
three years after the civil service examinations was officially abandon, Yu
Pingbo left Suzhou to Beijing, and graduated from the Peking University when
he was only nineteen. In 1917, when Yu was still a student, he married Xu
Baoxun §"tJ1UJlI (1895-1982), daughter of his uncle from his mother's side. Xu
is four years senior to him, and the couple lived a happy marriage through all
the political and economical difficult times for sixty-four years till Xu passed
away at the age of eighty-eight.
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Although the economical and educational backgrounds of Yu Pingbo and
Shen Fu are very different, they have many things in common. Like Shen Fu,
Yu Pingbo was born in Suzhou and married when he was seventeen, and his
wife was his cousin of his mother's side, or to be more accurate, he and his
wife had the same grandfather. Yu Pingbo and his wife Xu Baoxun were child
friends since early age, and Xu was Yu's little sister, the same as Chen Yun to
Shen Fu. Similar to Shen Fu, Yu Pingbo did not like to leave his wife after they
were married. Yu went to England for study in 1920, and the whole trip cost
about three month by sea, but he stayed in London only thirteen days and
went back home. On both of the ways he kept writing poems and letters to his
wife. When he finally arrived in Hangzhou and saw his wife again, his feeling
must be very similar to Shen Fu, who felt that his soul melted and did not know
where his body was. 53
Like Chen Yun, Xu Baoxun was also pretty and talented. Xu could sing
and perform the Kunqu, a local opera originated in Jiangsu Province, and even
was able to compose the Kunqu music. With Yu Pingbo and other friends, they
had organized a theater of amateurs that was famous in the 1950s in Beijing in
the literary and artistic circles. Xu is also very good in calligraphy and some of
Yu's books are hand copied by Xu and published in the style of her
handwriting.
Fortunately, Yu Pingbo and Xu Baoxun lived in a large but very loving
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family, and enjoyed all their life the close relationship with the in-laws and
great-in-Iaws, with their cousins, their children, and later grand children and
great grandchildren. The pressure and hardship they suffered were not from
the big family but from the political and ideological situation in China from the
end of 1950s through the 1970s. Yu Pingbo was unfairly criticized for his
research of Hong/au meng in late 1950s, and was sent to the countryside in
Henan Province together with his seventy-three years old wife in 1969, and
was allowed to return to Beijing in 1971. On the sixty years anniversary of their
marriage in 1971, Yu wrote a long poem with one hundred lines, "The Song of
Relighting the Wedding Candles" (Chongyuan huazhu ge ~1iJ1I;t;llfX) to
celebrate their long and loving marriage, as well as to express his deep love
and gratitude to his wife. "Labored in the field and clung to one another day
and night, we liked two fish help each other in dry rut ~m:f§{:&Jff:9!FJf

'

~-*J1!1

fW: § 5Eiif¥. ,,54 These lines recorded how the couple lived in the countryside and
their affection towards each other after so many years.
According to Wang Shihua .=:E51I!:~ in Hongxue caizi Yu Pingbo in 2002,
Yu carried the habit of writing down his dreams all his life. Many his works are
related to his dreams, and his book "Dreams in a House with an Old Pagoda

Tree" (Gu huai meng yu

cJJfl~~)

are all about his dreams. In his poetry or

prose, he described the eight years he spent with his great grand father Yu
Vue as a dream, his time with his parents, his uncle, the father of his wife, and
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his older sisters, his years with his wife, all were dreams because they were
happy times but flew away so soon. Sometimes he was lost in his dreams, and
could not tell what was dream and what was real. In a diary of 1922, after his
short visit to America, he wrote his happiness of arriving home in a dreaming
way:

When my dream of the past a few weeks was actually in my hand, I
felt kind of emptiness and lost my confidence. What I could do was only
saying in confusion: I have come home. 55
He had been dreaming this moment on his way all the time, and now he
was in his dream, and again he felt his happiness was dreaming-like. Yu
Pingbo shared the lament of Shen Fu as he echoed the verse of Li Bai and
Shu Shi of the illusion-like innate character of happiness and of life itself. Later
in a poem he wrote for Shen Fu's seals, he imagined that Shen Fu, when he
was writing his experience in Ryukyu Island for the now lost Chapter Five of
Fusheng liu ji, he would probably also feel that he was in a dream. 56

In short, what made Yu Pingbo particularly attracted by Fusheng liu ji, or
what he as a reader discovered his concealed self in the book can be
summarized as, firstly, the honest "adult child" struggled to express his desire
for happiness and artistic creation that was suppressed by the controlling
feudal family; secondly, the true, natural, and unchanging affection between
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husband and wife, and thirdly, the sense of the dream-like life. No matter what
kind of life one lived, no matter how long one lived, it is all the same pitifully
short, as short as a dream.
When Lin Yutang arrived in New York in 1936, he had five different
editions of Fusheng liu ji among his most favorite books that he carried them
everywhere he went, because this kind of book "nourishes the soul and
relaxes the spirit," and they "celebrate life itself, including the inconsequential
wayside flowers.,,57
Lin Yutang (1895-1976) belongs to the same generation with Yu Pingbo,
but his familial and educational background is very different. Born in a
Christian family in the countryside of Fujian

~ilt

Province, he went to a

missionary school in Xiamen for his English learning, and then to St. John's
University in Shanghai for his bachelor degree. Graduated in 1916, he then
taught English in Beijing, and went to Harvard eventually as a graduate
student. A year later, for financial reasons he left Harvard and went to France
to work for YMCA, and from there he went to the University of Jena in
Germany to continue his study. In 1923, Lin received his doctoral degree in
Philology from Leipzig University and went back to China. He married Liao
Cuifeng ~~~ (1919-1987), a native of Xiamen

MF', Fujian. 58

Lin Yutang spent his years from 1923 to 1936 working in Xiamen, Wuhan,
and later in Shanghai, as professor, translator, journalist, writer, compiler of
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Chinese and English dictionary, and so on. He started the magazine Analects
in 1932, and began to write humorous short essays in both Chinese and
English. His daughter Lin Taiyi recorded his life in the year of 1934 to 1935:
In 1934 and 1935, he started two more magazines, This Human
World and The Cosmic Wind. Also at this time, Father was writing an
English column called "The Little Critic" which appeared in China Critic
magazine, as well as editing a Chinese dictionary in the style of the
Concise Oxford Dictionary. At the same time, he was translating English
works into Chinese, such as the biography of Henrik Ibsen and George
Bernard Shaw's Pygmalion. And he was translating Chinese into English,
the most notable work of which was Qing Dynasty author Shen Fu's Six
Chapters of a Floating Life, which was published in bilingual form in
Shanghai in 1935. 59
As one of "modern scholars" with a foreign educational background,
bilingual and bicultural competence, and probably also a Puritan work ethic
that is very different in comparison with the "amateurism" of the traditional
literati, Lin Yutang became the example of the new type of Chinese cultural
man who functioned as the bridge between the East and the West. The
publishing of My Country and My People in 1935 is a milestone in the cultural
exchange between China and the world. It published seven editions in just four
month, and was praised as "one of the most important and satisfactory books
yet written in English on the character, life and philosophy of the Chinese
people.,,60 With his many other works including The Imparlance of Living, the
number one best-seller of America in 1938, Lin aimed to introduce the Chinese
culture to the western world after the jobs the missionaries had done before
him, and provided the service of "distilling the philosophy of generations of
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Chinese sages and presenting it against a modern background, which makes it
easily readable and understandable.,,61
Much existing scholarship has discussed the role and contribution of Lin
Yutang as a new type of intelligentsia in the transformation stage of China's
modernization during the 1920s and 1930s. Yu Yingshi pointed out that Lin
Yutang's essay writings demonstrated his literary aesthetic and his personality,
which represented the Chinese spiritual tradition. 62 Chen Pingyuan argued
that Lin Yutang's literary works were closely followed the ideal of the Gong'an
School in the Ming Dynasty 8}'J{i: (1368-1644), emphasizing the innate
character (xingling

t1Ji)

and taste or charm (qu iFJlZ) of the writers, and his

works, together with the works of Hu Shi

tfrFl~

(1891-1962), Zhou Zuoren Ji!iJ

ffA(1885-1967), Lu Xun ~'ill (1881-1936), Zhu Ziqing and more, are among
the highest achievement of the New Literature movement that took place
during and after the May Forth Movement. 63 Qian Jun discussed Lin's role of
negotiating between East and West on the question of modernity, Ha Jin took
Lin as one of the Chinese migrant writers and focused on Lin's works after he
arrived in the USA in 1936,

and Madalina Yuk-Ling Lee discussed Lin

Yutang's life and activities from 1928 to 1938 from the point of view of the
cultural internationalism and believed that his symmetrical way of importing the
West to China and exporting China to the West was the most effective and
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successful. 64
Fusheng liu ji is one of the most important works of "exporting China to

the West" of Lin Yutang. As the first person to translate Fusheng liu ji into
English, Lin not only carried the five different versions of the book to America,
but also abbreviated, rewrite, retell, or reprinted the story many times in his
later works, such as My country and My People in 1936, The Importance of
Living in 1938, The Wisdom of China and India in 1955, and The Importance of
Understanding in 1960. This shows simply how important the little memoir of

Shen Fu means to Lin Yutang. However, many researchers of Lin Yutang,
when they discuss this work, only focus on the translation technology of Lin
Yutang in his dealing of the linguistic and cultural barriers he encountered in
interpreting or Shen Fu's work. Fang Lu's PhD dissertation is perhaps an
exception as she analyzed the significance of Fusheng liu ji in Lin Yutang's
work and career, and especially the role of the female protagonist Chen Yun in
the construction of Lin Yutang's female characters in all his later works. After
an inter-textual comparison between Fusheng liu ji and Lin Yutang's major
works, Fang Lu concluded that Chen Yun "personifies the spirit of the Chinese
art of living," and Shen Fu's memoir becomes "an ideal companion book to
Lin's The Importance of Living (as well as My Country and My People)," that
helps Lin "to illustrate his own aesthetic ideals and the art of Chinese living to
the world.,,65
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The author of the current study agrees with Fang Lu and maintains that
Fusheng liu ji was crucial and played a fundamental role in Lin Yutang's

"exporting" of the Chinese art of living as the best example or even a
demonstration, of what this art of living consists of and how it can be applied in
daily life.
What Lin Yutang discovers in Chen Yun and Shen Fu was the strong
"innate character" or personality (xingling) and the charm "qu" demonstrated in
Fusheng liu ji, which was exactly what the new generation of the Chinese

intellectuals such as Hu Shi, Zhou Zuoren, and Lin Yutang himself were
advocating in the 1920s and 1930s. 66 Chen Yun and Shen Fu, lived a humble
life in accordance with their innate character and their subtle taste, were
experts of art of living, "the art of arts":
For the Chinese have always had geniality, joviality, taste, and
finesse ... In China, man knows a great deal about the art of all arts, viz.,
the art of living .... Any nation, therefore, that does not know how to eat
and enjoy living like the Chinese is uncouth and uncivilized in our eyes. 67
According to Lin Yutang, the guiding principle of the Chinese art of living
is the Taoist reclusive attitude toward worldly success:
They [Daoist romanticists] had an intense love of life which showed
itself in their abhorrence of all official life and a stern refusal to make the
soul serf to the body. The idle life, so far from being the prerogative of the
rich and powerful and successful, was in China an achievement of
highmindedness This highmindedness came from, and was inevitably
associated with, a certain sense of detachment toward the drama of life;
it came from the quality of being able to see through life's ambitions and
follies and the temptations of fame and wealth.68
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Guided by such principle, Shen Fu and Chen Yun lived a life being loyal
to their innate character, and with a playful spirit and natural good taste, made
their daily living as creative and artistic as possible.
Moreover, this kind of personality and taste is not foreign to the Western
reader Lin Yutang was addressing. As a man with American and European
educational background, it's not hard for Lin Yutang to link the philosophy and
spirit demonstrated by Chen Yun and Shen Fu with the American individualism,
with the love of nature and simple life advocated by thinkers such as Emerson,
Thoreau, and maybe more particularly, with the ideas of J. E. Springarn, who
stressed the importance of self-expression in literature in the 1920s of America.
Lin Yutang introduced Springarn to China in the 1930s. 69
It is also worth mentioning the different aspects of Fusheng liu ji Lin
Yutang and Yu Pingbo emphasized. While Lin was fascinated by the artistic
literati way of living demonstrated in Shen Fu's memoir, Yu Pingbo focused
only on the conflict between individuals and feudal family, but hardly mention
anything about art of living in all of his three prefaces he wrote for Fusheng liu
ji in 1923, 1924, and 1981. The reason is perhaps, Yu Pingbo, born in Suzhou

in a real "scholar-official" family of the late Qing Dynasty, lived his life, at least
a part of it, in this kind of literati life style with his wife Xu Baoxun whose
grandfather was also a high-ranking Qing official. Therefore to Yu Pingbo,
composing poetry with his wife or friends, visiting family gardens or other
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scenery places, playing painting or calligraphy or performing Kunqu Opera at
leisure, and so on, is part of the daily life and not really some particular actions
to be discussed about. On the other end, Lin Yutang had not experienced such
literati way of living when he was young or during his years learning and
teaching English in Shanghai and Beijing. For Lin Yutang, the encountering
with Fusheng liu ji and the journey to translate it into English were coincided
with his own searching the Chinese aesthetics and art of living. Fusheng liu ji
functions as a "textbook" of illuminating the Chinese art of living not only to the
Western readers, but to Lin Yutang equally well.
Therefore, Fusheng liu ji was simply everything Lin Yutang needed in his
mission to bridge the West and the East. He once mentioned that he was so
happy to encounter a book such as Fusheng liu ji, just like some one found "a
pearl in an ash can.,,70 Indeed Fusheng liu ji is such a pearl with great multiple
values appeared to him at the right time and in the right place.
The English translation of Fusheng liu ji by Lin Yutang had its great
success in America and other Western countries; however, its influence in
China will come about fifty years later in the 1980s and beyond.
During the years of 1940s, Fusheng liu ji was adapted into play, Yueju
Opera, and film in Shanghai and was continually published by different
publishers. The play, adapted and directed by Fei Mu under the same title in
1943, and became a huge success and played for three months in a row. In
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1948, the film of the same title was also produced by Fei Mu. The famous
actors and actress of the 1940s in Shanghai such as Qiao Qi

1ti~,

Lu Biyun

~~'~, Shu Shi *t~, Sha Li ;y~i], Fu Quanxiang fi~~, Xiao Dangui 1I~ft

ti, and Xu Yulan f;%.=EM had all played the roles of Shen Fu or Chen Yun.
Newspapers, such as Sheng fi wu xian dian §~flj~~j'~ published the script
of the play for its fans. Magazines such as Tai ping *~ and Hua qiao ping
fun *f~~f~Jlff, Tian xia ban yue kan

7C ~ -'¥ A flJ

and so on had all published

reviews of the play or the book. Many writers or editors such as Zhou
Shoujuan, Qian Gongxia and many more also wrote their prefaces for the later
editions of Fusheng fiu ji published during the 1930s and 1940s. In short,
thanks to the efforts of Yu Pingbo, Lin Yutang, and the newly developed mass
media including newspaper, magazine, radio, theater and film, Shen Fu and
Chen Yun became a phenomenon in the middle of the twentieth century.
Perhaps one instant can tell the popularity of the story of Shen Fu and Chen
Yun. According to Barma in his book in 2002, the grandmother of Feng Zikai
~Tt'li

(1898-1975), the famous lay Buddhist artist and writer, was said to

have her appearance and probably also her personality resembled to Chen
Yun. The story of Shen Fu and Chen Yun, their deep love to life and nature,
their great effort to live an artistic and creative life even in poverty, their sorrow
caused by the feudal family with all its coldness and hypocrisy, were received
by the reader of this period with the concept and understanding of the
necessity of social changes. However, the popularity of Shen Fu's memoir had
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yet to reach its peak fifty years later.

3. Vue Oaiyun and the third period: 19805 and beyond
The reader of the third period, influenced by the fundamental social and
economical changes since the 1980s, went through a journey of re-discovering
Shen Fu's memoir. On the one hand they were surprised by the artistic life
style depicted by Shen Fu, which was abandoned and almost totally forgotten
by the Chinese people after the Cultural Revolution that lasted from the 1960s
till the end of 1970s. On the other hand, similar to the life style, the literary
values of the classical works are also to be rediscovered and relearned. The
partial inclusion of Fusheng liu ji in grade schools' textbooks can exemplify this
new tendency. In the process or this rediscovering and relearning, Lin Yutang's
translation of Fusheng liu ji played a crucial role in the sense to help the reader
to see this "ancient classic" from the perspective of another language and
another culture. Perhaps it's not exaggerating to say that many readers of this
period fell in love with the English version of Fusheng liu ji rather than its
Chinese version written in classical Chinese. Accompanied by the new trends
of the world flooded into China via internet, Fusheng liu ji is examined and
analyzed under the influence of Western social and literary theories such as
postmodernism and feminism, with the new methods, new speed, and new
scope of information gathering and sharing in the time of internet. The role of
Shen Fu as an intellectual in the late Qing time, the relationship between Shen
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Fu and Chen Yun, and the relationship between Chen Yun and other women in
the book became the new focuses of reading, and the memoir of Shen Fu
obtained new interpretations.
In 1980, after a long gap of more than thirty years, Fusheng liu ji was
published again in the mainland China by the People's Literature Publishing
House with the edition punctuated by Yu Pingbo, also with one of his two
prefaces, and the chronological table he made about sixty years ago. Printed
100,000 copies for the first print, this edition marked the third period of the
reception history of Shen Fu's memoir. In 1982, the People's Education
Publishing House chose a paragraph in the second chapter of Fusheng liu ji to
be part of the textbook of Chinese language and literature for the
seventh-grade students in secondary school all over China. Although the book
itself is not required to be read by the students, at least the name of Shen Fu
and his vivid record of his childhood fun time which was empowered by the
imagination of children became known by millions of Chinese school boys and
girls, and many of them would encounter Shen Fu's work again with its English
version.
Vue Daiyun, Professor of the Peking University who has been teaching
there since 1960s, published in America her Intellectuals in Chinese Fiction in
1988. During the time from 1982 to 1984, she worked in the Center for
Chinese Studies in University of California, Berkeley. As a "prolonged
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meditation on the intellectual's relationship with self and society," 71 Vue
selected Fusheng liu ji as one of the five Chinese literary works produced in
different times, with the common characteristics of "resisting position with
virtue, resisting decorum with emotion" of the intellectuals 72 in different
historical eras in China including Jin Dynasty

-g1i:

in the third century, late

Qing in the eighteenth century, and three stages in the twentieth century.
Describing Shen Fu as one of the "intellectuals at an impasse and the collapse
of feudal society" as the title of the chapter two of her book goes, Vue Daiyun
focuses on Shen Fu's personality and his struggle of resisting in his way
confined by his circumstances.
With Vue's Marxist and sociological critical approach as Kallgren stated,
and her training in Russian literature and comparative literature, Vue argued
that Shen Fu represented the same characteristics of the "superfluous man" of
nineteenth-century Russian literature such as Pechorin by Lermontov in the
novel A Hero of Our Time:
Frustrated throughout their entire lives, these people attempted
nothing. Consequently, they held no hope in the future or in their own
prospects. . .. Cast from society's path and unable to find a place for
themselves within society, they felt no need to remain in society. They
were not willing to flow with the current and follow the tide, to do things
they would rather not do. Frequently they tried, or thought of trying, to
change their lots, but their attempts ended in failure, and they became
tragic figures, useless to a society they weren't really a part of.73
Clarifying the difference between Shen Fu and the Russian aristocratic
Pechorin regarding their social and economical conditions, Vue mentioned the
71
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"passive resistance" Shen Fu expressed to the ruling class and the social
convention, such as forbidding the topics of civil service examinations at his
house. His love and marriage with his wife Chen Yun, and his love of nature
were understood by Vue as the escaping method after his constant failure and
powerlessness in the object world. 74
The literary innovation and achievement of Fusheng liu ji were discussed
thoroughly by Vue, since the art of autobiography played an important role in
the developing of the modern Chinese fiction, and Shen Fu provided an
"important model for the portrayal of the sensitive thinker in the modern
novel.,,75 However, Shen Fu, the protagonist that Lin Yutang thought in him
"lived the spirit of truth and beauty and the genius for resignation and
contentment so characteristic of Chinese culture,,,76 was given a more realistic,
or even negative depiction, in contrast with the other intellectuals of the other
historical periods. In fact, among the several types of intellectuals selected by
Vue Daiyun, be it the cool and inspiring aristocrats in the Wei and Jin dynasties,
or the innocent and self-sacrificing intellectuals in the 1920s and 1930s, or the
idealistic Communists of Vue's own generation in the 1950s, Shen Fu was the
most weak and pathetic:
The protagonist of Six Chapters of a Floating life, living in the last
years of feudalism, lacks the strength even to truss a chicken and is
ignorant of the ways of the world. When cheated and bullied he lacks the
strength to fight back. He tolerantly and without fail yields ground, a
weakling who can only escape to nature. But even in the midst of his
74
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privation and troubles he continues to appreciate the subtle appeal of
Chinese culture. 77
Unfortunately, Vue Daiyun's critique on Shen Fu is not well known in
China because it was published in English and has not been translated into
Chinese. Nevertheless, it is one of the most insightful and profound research
so far for it reveals the problem of the Chinese traditional intelligentsia in
dealing with the relationship between the self and the society.
During the period roughly from 1985 to 1987, the literature movement
"Xun gen

~f~"

(searching for roots) also cast influences on the public's

interest in Fusheng liu ji of this time. Advocated by writers such as Han
Shaogong ~tYJ}], Zheng Yi ~[3~, Acheng ~OJt~ and so on, and mostly
exemplified by the works of Deng Youmei
Zengqi

a: [~Hjt Feng Jicai

/.~.~~,

~PRm,

Lu Wenfu

~:X::t::;:,

Wang

Liu Xinwu ~U{.\ft\:, Chen Jiangong ~*71J}],

this movement wanted to return to the tradition in order to find the roots of the
contemporary literature that was started mainly after the May Forth Movement
in 1919. According to Zicheng Hong
movement were "zhiqing

~D)'!f"

;~~~jjl(,

most of the writers of this

who were sent to the countryside "to be

educated by the peasants," and had been denied the opportunity to learn
about the Chinese traditional cultural heritage. After they went back to the city
and began their literary career as the zhiqing writers, they were ashamed of
their ignorance about their own tradition, thus wanted very much to be closer to
the literary tradition in order to find roots and nutrition there?8 Li Zeng in his
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study of the films of Zhang Yimou, also pointed out that the writers and artists
of the mid and late 1980s, "being rapidly exposed to recently introduced
Western literary trends and recently-translated works of Western and other
foreign literatures,"
They then embarked on a broad discussion about reassessment of
the value of traditional Chinese culture, aiming at criticizing the existing
structural character of the nation by relocating the nation's cultural
experiences and memories that had been estranged by modern radical
ideologies and politics ever since the May Fourth Movement of 1919.79
Under the urge of "searching for roots" which implies to "return to the
source of Chinese culture, and recovery of a national history obscured and
distorted by authoritarian discourse,,,ao the works of writers such as Hu shi,
Zhou Zuoren, Yu Pingbo, Lin Yutang and so on are reprinted and rediscussed,
which resulted doubtlessly to the rediscovery of Fusheng liu ji and its English
translation Six Chapters of a Floating Life. Although the "roots-seeking" writers
did not discuss Shen Fu's memoir directly, the welcoming environment for
Fusheng liu ji was established. The textbook adaptation of Fusheng liu ji for
thousands and millions school pupils in the country can be taken as the sign of
its future popularity.
In 1999, Lin Yutang's translation of Fusheng liu ji, Six Chapters of a
Floating Life, was republished by the Foreign Language Teaching and
Research Press or FLTRP in short (from here on FLTRP). This new edition of
Lin Yutang's translation had met reader's eagerness of learning English
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through the translation of classics. To ease the difficulty of the reader in both
English and the classical Chinese, FLTRP published the book with a unique
format, placed English and Chinese text side by side, accompanied the original
Chinese with illustrations on the pages of even numbers. The illustrations were
draw by a young artist who was a native of Jiangnan area and captured the
elements of Shen Fu's time and life in the illustrations. This edition had printed
so far 64,000 copies. A new edition with 5000 copies was published in 2009,
including the "Foreword" written by Lin Yutang's daughter Lin Taiyi, and
nineteen photos of Lin and his wife and daughters.
The contribution of the republication of Six Chapters of a Floating Life to
the English learning in general in China, as well as to the research on the
achievement of Lin Yutang's translation between Chinese and English is
beyond the scope of this dissertation. However, accompanied by the popularity
of the translation, the preface made by Lin Yutang in 1935 became an
important resource of the study of Fusheng liu ji. The Chinese art of living,
demonstrated by Shen Fu and Chen Yun, and admired and advocated by Lin
Yutang in his various books, caught attention by the reader in the 1990s and
beyond. If Lin Yutang, the twice nominee of the Nobel Price for Literature in
1972 and 1973, did "fall back on this cultivation of the art of living, developed in
the Chinese culture to such an extraordinarily high degree," 81 it is not
surprising that the young generation, grown up in the years of economic boost
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and social changes brought by the reform and the "open-door policy" of Deng
Xiaoping, found very appealing the traditional way of living with its subtleness
and good taste, its harmonious relationship with nature, and its artistic creation
in ordinary life. Meanwhile, the love story of Shen Fu and Chen Yun, especially
Chen Yun, the loveliest woman and ideal wife in Lin Yutang's words, seemed
admirable in a more and more material-seeking, money-oriented society.
Accompanied by the fast developing of the computer technology and the
Internet, the reception of Fusheng liu ji is facilitated by the new tech and with
new characteristics. Netizens and blog entry writers, the new generation of
"literati" of our time, compose a great part of the reader of Fusheng Iiu ji
nowadays. They introduce and share their own discoveries on the life of Shen
Fu and his family or friend, new interpretations of Fusheng liu ji, new
translations of modern Chinese language, even rewritings of the whole story
based on Shen Fu's memoir.
Tianfeng shangren

7C J!l, LA,

who published many articles about

Fusheng liu ji online since 2007, is taken here as the example of the blog entry

writers. Possibly a retired university professor, his real name and other
information are not given in his blog. Till December 2011 he has about
fifty-three entries related to Fusheng liu ji, with the majority written by himself
and some by his net-friends. In a series titled "Collections of the Fu Study
~~§~,"

)'f.~

Tianfeng shangren discussed different editions of Fusheng Iiu ji he

collected, or the articles written in the past of some famous writers or poets
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such as Feng Qiyong >,~~If, Cao Juren ~~C, Gongliu 0~U who had
praised Fusheng liu p, or were the super fans of Chen Yun. Tianfeng shangren
is particularly interested in the paintings of Shen Fu that had been seen in the
1940s. He also discussed some important critics of Fusheng liu ji done in the
1940s that were not paid attention to and were almost forgotten. For example,
he discussed articles written by Ye Dejun ~{~t~, Wang Zhenghe )J:lE:5f(, and
Shi Damu

.st::.**,

recognizing their credit on the research of Shen Fu's

relationship with his friend and later employer Shi Yunyu, and the creditability
of some poems that were said to be written by Shen FU. 82 By providing the
new information and his own rather careful research results, he has become a
part of the research circle that is the supplementary of the academic circle
within universities and other research institutions.
Tianfeng shangren exemplifies the new generation of "literati" readers
the memoir of Shen Fu encounters in our time. Computer technology,
multimedia and cyber space in Internet not only provide great advantages in
the aspects of the speed and scope of information gathering and sharing, in
material storage and organizing, in faster and wider range of interaction and
feedback with other "net-friends" (wang you

~~R:)

of the same interests, but at

the same time also provide a safer environment by allowing the blog writers to
stay behind the screen, with a "non-profit" attitude to publish their discoveries
and interpretations online. The last aspect has some characteristics similar to
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the amateurism of the traditional literati: without the pressure of profit-seeking,
they can endeavor (at least theoretically) for what they really love to do.
To conclude, by using some case studies of the readers of the three
periods, the author of this study maintains that it was perhaps the kind of rather
bold representation of a writer's inner world and deep emotion that attracted
the attention of the discovery of the book as well as its readers in the first
period of its reception. In the second period, however, the focus of the reader
was more on the love story of Shen Fu and his wife, the conflict between
individuals and the feudal family, and then the artistic way of living of the
protagonists that exemplifies the Chinese traditional wisdom such as the Taoist
and the Chan Buddhist 1~

'*

(Zen Buddhist) ideals, as well as the elite

aesthetics of the Ming and Qing dynasties. During the third period from the
1980s on, Fusheng liu ji, especially the personality of the protagonists, the love
story and the life style, have been rediscovered and reappraised by a new
generation of reader under the influence of post-modern cultural theories, the
literature movement of Xun Gen and later the power of internet.
Although readers of Fusheng liu ji in each period emphasized some
different features of the memoir of Shen Fu, some characteristics of the work
were appreciated consistently even the social and cultural environments were
different. The author of this dissertation states that firstly the literary
accomplishments of Fusheng liu ji are part of such characteristics, which will
be fully discussed in chapter three of this study. Secondly, the traditional literati
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way of living including the artistic creations that was depicted in the memoir so
enthusiastically and also in such a playful but homely style had won over the
favor of readers in the past two hundred years. These features will be fully
addressed in the forth and the fifth chapters. Thirdly, the honest way of Shen
Fu to disclose his private life, to express his individual true feelings, to record
what dreams an ordinary marginal literatus such as he and his wife Chen Yun
had, what innate nature and charm they loved profoundly, what hardship they
had to face and suffer, and so on, is the most important and unique feature that
is appreciated and rediscovered by readers in different times.
According to scholars of Chinese literature, such as Andrew Plaks,

Fusheng liu ji belongs to the group of autobiographical fictions risen in about
the same time as the 'scholar novels' of the Qing Dynasty.83 The
autobiographical fiction writers, as Plaks pointed out, used "transparent and
unabashed treatments of the self as the fitting subject for public transmission
through narrative.,,84 Plaks also believed that many 'scholar-novels' such as

Honglou Meng, Rulin Wai shi ff!Ht5~st (The Scholars), Yesou Puyan !t~1li

E§ (The Humble Words of an Old Rustic) and Lao Can You}i

~91}JJ!*c.

(The

Travels of Lao Can) had certain dimension of autobiographical reference. 8s On
the other end, the scholar-novelists, as C. T. Hsia demonstrated by using Li
Ruzhen *)ft~ (c. 1763-1830) as an example, wrote novels "not merely to tell
a story but to satisfy their needs for all other kinds of intellectual and literary
Xl Andrew H. Plaks, "Towards a Critical Theorv," 329.
s. Ibid.
.
S5 Ibid.
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self-expression. ,,86
Fusheng liu ji has apparently demonstrated many major characteristics

of both the autobiographical fiction and the 'scholar-novel,' such as the
exploring of the self, and the erudition, the infatuation and appreciation of the
Chinese traditional culture, the needs for all kinds of "intellectual and literary
self-expression." This dissertation states that, similar to many autobiographical
works and some of the so called 'scholar-novels' of the Qing era, Fusheng liu ji,
however subtle and implicit the way and the language Shen Fu chose to use in
telling his stories, has very strong tendency to look inwardly, i.e., to dig into the
self of the author deeply, even to the extent of being "transparent and
unabashed," in order to express the author's inner world, with its self identity,
its desire, its unsuccessful struggles between the ideal world and the reality.
This is also the reason that Dolezelova defined Fusheng liu ji as the "early
Chinese confessional

prose" that left its mark of "subjectivism and

individualism;" or the reason that Martin Huang's remark that Shen Fu "wrote
!

directly about the intimate details of his private life" "without the aid of a m9lsk."
I

This unique character of Fusheng liu ji can also answer the question iwhy
I

it was not so popular immediately after it was written, and became

i

almos~

lost

!

not long after Shen Fu died. On the one hand, Shen Fu was a low rankl and
I

poor literatus without any means to have his work published apart from
probably a few hand-copied manuscripts circling among his friends; on the
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other hand, his work "would probably have scandalized the reading public," as
Martin W. Huang pointed out,8? owning to its "transparent and unabashed"
nature.
Thanks to the publishing of the memoir by Yang Yinzhuan, the same
characteristic has attracted readers such as Wang Tao, Yu Pingbo, Lin Yutang,
Vue Daiyun and others, who are able to appreciate and reappraise the work of
Shen Fu under different social and cultural circumstances. For Wang Tao, it is
the free spirit of the marginal literati status of Shen Fu and the early death of
Chen Yun that aroused his emotional response on life's dream-like nature, and
hence the eagerness to leave some literary works behind; for Yu Pingbo, it is
the suppressed individuals' struggle to cry out their desires and rights, to live
with a "heart of infant $-T:;~:::>L/ and express oneself without disguise that
triggered his lifelong fondness of the book and his efforts to promoting the
reading of the memoir; for Lin Yutang, it is the deep love and harmonious
relationship between husband and wife, between man and nature, and the
search for "charm" and "innate character" in everyday life, as well as the fate of
talented but most suppressed women in the traditional society that inspired his
mission to introduce the Chinese way of thinking and living to the world; for
Vue Daiyun, it is the voice of the Chinese traditional intellectuals, no matter
how week and passive, that she heard convey resisting the power of the
conventions and decorum in the decaying years of the feudal society.
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CHAPTER III

GAPS: APPLICATION OF ISER'S THEORY OF GAPS

From an abandoned ancient manuscript to a famous classic for modern
time readers all over the world, one marvels at the reception history of
Fusheng liu ji, and the way it makes "from invisible to eye-catching EB~ffiji'i,"

as Yu Pingbo said in 1981 in his third preface for the small book. Although the
size of the work is small, it covers the life journey of the author. The meaning
between the condensed lines and between the words is profound, and the
space between the segments of the work such as plots, characters, and events,
is vast and left open to be filled by the reader. Wolfgang Iser pointed out the
reason some literary works lived longer than others:
literary texts are resistant to the course of time, not because they
represent eternal values that are supposedly independent of time, but
because their structure continually allows the reader to place himself
within the world of fiction. 88
The Reader-response Theory of Iser, especially his idea of the "gaps,"
can be very useful in our close reading of the book and discovering its secret
as a well-loved work of art.

1. Iser and His Reader-response Theory
88

Iser. Prospecting, 2.
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Reader-response theory, "As its name implies ... focuses on readers'
response to literary texts." Although it "covers a good deal of grounds," most of
its practitioners believe the indispensable role that the readers play in the
meaning construction of reading. Tyson has summarized the believes of the
movement very clearly: "reader-response theorists share two beliefs: (1) that
the role of the reader cannot be omitted from our understanding of literature
and (2) that readers do not passively consume the meaning presented to them
by an objective literary text; rather they actively make the meaning they find in
literature."ss As a counter movement to the New Critics that emphasizes the
text only, the reader-response theory advocates the interactions between the
text and the reader. According to Tyson, there are roughly five schools under
the umbrella of this theory, including transactional, affective stylistics,
subjective, psychological, and social reader-response theory, based on the
different perspectives to identify the reader, and the ways of the interaction
between the two poles, i.e., the text and the reader. Iser is among the
transactional school, started by Louise Rosenblatt in the 1930s, who claims
that both the text and the reader "are necessary in the production of
meaning."so
Iser is one of the leading members of the Constance School which
started the research of reader- response in Germany in the 1970s. Some
scholars prefer to use the Reception Theory instead of the Reader-response
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Theory, because the investigation of Rezeptionsaesthetic, or the "aesthetic of
reception," is what the Constance School advocates and Iser, "focuses
particularly on the way in which texts are actively constructed by individual
readers through the phenomenology of the reading process.,,91
Robert C. Holub, who put Iser into the category of the Reception Theory,
which in his opinion refers to "a general shift in concern from the author and
the work to the text and the reader,,,92 had made clear his distinction between
Iser and other critics of the Reader-response Theory. He believes that the
critics of the Reception Theory (including Iser) and those of the theory of
Reader-response are different in the following aspects:
1) The school of the Reception Theory is a "more cohesive, conscious, and

collective undertaking."
2) Many "adherents" to this critical movement are somehow connected with

the University of Constance, and they generally publish works on the
Poetics and Hermeneutics.
3) The scholars of the Reader-response Theory and those of the Reception

Theory "lack mutual influence," and "there has been no contact between
the two groups," although Iser seemed accepted by the both sides. 93
Iser himself made clear his definition about the difference between the two
theories in question. In Act of Reading he told us:
a theory of aesthetic response is confronted with the problem of how
91
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a hitherto unformulated situation can be processed and, indeed,
understood. A theory of reception, on the other hand, always deals with
existing readers, whose reactions testify to certain historically
conditioned experiences of literature. A theory of response has its root in
the text; a theory of reception arises from a history of reader's
judgments. 94
Iser also indicated elsewhere that the German word "Rezeption" has
different implications than the English word "reception" because the former
means also to generate response. In 1989, he published one of his most
important works and titled it as "Prospecting, From Readers Response to
Literary Anthropology," in which he chose "reader-response" and "Literary
Anthropology" to describe his theory. Together with Jauss and other Constance
School critics but emphasizing more on the text, Iser endeavored to illuminate
the role of the reader, the interaction between the text and the reader, the
process of how the reader participates in the producing of the meaning of a
literary work and the significance of literature in general. Later his works are
more to the direction of the Literary Anthropology, a theory "that is both an
underpinning and an offshoot of reader-response criticism.,,95 What Iser tries
to do is to rediscover the value of literature in a fast changing and technically
overwhelmed world. He uses the term "Literary Anthropology" to question
human being's fundamental need of literature. In his later works such as
Prospecting: From Reader Response to Literary Anthropology, Iser asks "why
do we need fiction?" He believed that "fictions are inventions enabling
humankind to extend itself," and it is a part of our "inherent tendency," i.e., an
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anthropological necessary, to "make the absent present." Iser pointed out that
the task of Literary Anthropology would be
to explain why we find an insatiable pleasure in making ourselves
into our own possibilities and why we cannot ---in spite of knowing why it
is---cease to play the game of our potentials.,,96
Although the theory of the Literary Anthropology ceased to be active after
Iser, his thoughts of seeing literature from the anthropological perspective are
still insightful and inspiring today. Influenced by his teacher Hans-Georg
Gadamer, as well as the Czech phenomenologist Roman Ingarden, Iser used
the perspectives and the discoveries in the Hermeneutics and Phenomenology
to map out the act of reading and the relationship between the text and the
reader. His ideas are presented in his four books and many important articles,
among them are The Implied Reader: Patterns of Communication in Prose
Fiction from Bunyan to Beckett (Der Implizite Leser: Kommunikationsformen
des Romans von Bunyan bis Beckett, 1972), Act of Reading: A Theory of
Aesthetic Response (Der Akt Des Lesens: Theorie aethetischer Wirkung 1976),
Prospecting: From Reader Response to Literary Anthropology (1989), and The
Fictive and Imaginary: Charting Literary Anthropology (Das Fiktive und das
Imaginare. Perspektiven literarischer Anthropologie 1991). His works are
regarded as some of the most critical works of the 1970s through 2000's, and
will still shed light on the discussion of many fundamental literary and
philosophical questions.
In The Implied Reader, Iser demonstrates his theory by his study of
96
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some English novels dated form the eighteenth century through the twentieth
century, including Bunyan's Pi/grim' Progress, Fielding's Joseph Andrews and
Tom Jones, Thackeray's Vanity Fair and Henry Esmond, and Joyce's Ulysses.

He intends to show how active the reader can be in the composition of the
meaning of the literary works. "Reading is not passive or static but a process of
discovery, a reader questions, negates, and revises the expectations that the
text establishes, filling in what Iser calls 'gaps' in the text and continually
modifying his or her interpretation.,,97 Iser thinks that Fielding's novels started
the change of the meaning of a literary work from "formulated" to become
"clearly wanting to be formulated." In the past, Iser says, "when book and world
were regarded as identical, the book formulated its own exemplary meaning,
which the reader had only to contemplate;" however, after Fielding, Iser says,
"the meaning of the novel is no longer an independent, objective reality; it is
something that has to be formulated by the reader," as now "the reader has to
produce the meaning for himself, the novel discloses its attitudes through
degrees of negation, thwarting the reader's expectations and stimulating him
to reflection which in turn creates a counterbalance to the negativity of the text.
Out of this whole process emerges the meaning of the novel."98

Few years later in Act of Reading, Iser constructed a whole set of terms
such as "gap," "blank," or "vacancy;" "theme" and "horizon;" "determinacy" and
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"indeterminacy;" "negation" and "negativity" and so on, in order to offer "a more
programmatic explanation of the reading experience and the ways in which
readers process texts."gg To make it simple, it can be said that "gaps" are the
empty places between the segments in a text, while "vacancies" are the result
of reader's points of view shifting from different themes. When a theme
became a background or horizon, a vacancy appears. Vacancies, together
with gaps, are considered to be the factors of the "indeterminacy" in a literary
work that makes the participation of the reader possible. "Negations" appear
when the reader starts to doubt the social conventions and norms that are
depicted and doubted in the literary work, which also triggers the doubt the
reader has for him or herself. The former, in Iser's term, is called the "primary
negation," and the latter, the "secondary negation." During the whole reading
procedure, the reader has to produce the meaning of the text that eventually
generates "negativity" which is the virtual world denied by the reality but can be
produced in reading. The focus of Iser is the interaction between the text and
the reader, and how does all the interactions happen in the reading procedure.
As David Albertson summarized in the introduction of Iser for the Stanford
University Presidential Lecture Series:
Although reader and text assume similar conventions from reality,
texts leave great portions unexplained to the reader, whether as gaps in
the narrative or as structural limits of the text's representation of the
world. This basic indeterminacy 'implies' the reader and begs her
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participation in synthesizing, and indeed living, events of meaning
10o
throughout the process of reading.
Act of Reading is one of the most important theoretical works of the
reader-response theory, and it's also where Iser started to move from the
reader-response theory to the meaning of literature from the perspective of
anthropology: "the question arises as to the actual function of literature in the
overall make-up of man.,,101 In an interview made by Richard van Oort in 1998,
Iser told us the rational of his endeavor to push his theory to the direction of
"Literary Anthropology":
Reading as text processing also means -- and this was an
implication which may not have come sufficiently to the fore -- finding out
something about the human makeup: namely, the way in which the
letters we perceive translate into a stream of imagery in our minds.
Therefore reader-response criticism needed further exploration in order
to find out something about human dispositions by means of Iiterature. 102
Several years later in Prospecting: From Reader Response to Literary
Anthropology and The Fictive and Imaginary: Charting Literary Anthropology,
Iser further extrapolates his long time thoughts on the basic purpose of
literature, the relationship. between the fictive and the imaginary, the
anthropological implications of fictionality in general. As Iser told Oort in the
interview, the type of fictionality which we encounter in literature is also a way
of extending ourselves, and it is the question "why is there this urge of
extending ourselves" that Iser wants to explore by his Literary Anthropology.
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2. What the Gaps Are

As Chris Anderson points out, "at the heart of Iser's complex and
challenging system is a rather simple idea.,,103 The theory of Iser can be best
exemplified by the statement he made in The Act of Reading that "the literary
work has two poles, which we might call the artistic and the aesthetic: the
artistic pole is the author's text and the aesthetic is the realization
accomplished by the reader.,,104
Iser has made very clear here that the "literary work" is neither the text of
the author, nor the "concretization" of the text by the reader. It is something in
between, which should not been "reduced to the reality of the text," meaning it
has to be more than the words and images described by the author, but it also
cannot be reduced to "the subjectivity of the reader," meaning that it is
somehow controlled by the text, not open for the free subjectivity of the reader.
It then will lead to the question of the realization of this "work." How does it
actually happen? What is the thing to control or guide the reader's
concretization? Iser believes that it is the work of the "gaps" which he
considered the most important part in the text to invite the readers to
participate in the reading and the conversation with the text. The gaps, "chart a
course for reading a text by organizing the reader's participation with their
structure of shifting positions. At the same time they compel the reader to
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complete the structure and thereby produce the aesthetic object.,,105
Iser describes the gaps in The Implied Reader as below:
The gaps, indeed, are those very points at which the reader can
enter into the text, forming his own connections and conceptions and so
creating the configurative meaning of what he is reading. Thanks to
those "vacant pages," he can reflect, and through reflection create the
motivation through which he can experience the text as a reality.106
According to Iser, the gaps are the empty places in a literary work that needed
to be bridged by the reader in order to finish the conversation between him and
the text. The text, a work need to be concretized or realized by the reader, has
many gaps left by the author deliberately or unconsciously, for the purpose of
inviting the reader to participate in his or her work. Whenever a gap appears,
the connection between the segments are broken, and the reader is left alone
to use his imagination and life experience to bridge the gaps, and to produce
his own picture of the meaning of the literary work. In Act of Reading, Iser has
given more discussion about the function of the gaps. Quoting Virginia Woolf's
article on Jane Austen, in which Woolf was marveled by the "trivial scenes" in
Austen's work, Iser maintained that:
What is missing from the apparently trivial scenes, the gaps arising
out of the dialogues---this is what stimulates the reader into filling the
gaps with projections. He is drawn into the events and made to supply
what is meant from what is not said. What is said only appears to take on
significance as a reference to what is not said; it is the implications and
not the statements that give shape and weight to the meaning. But as the
unsaid comes to life in the reader's imagination, so the said "expands" to
take on greater significance than might have been supposed: even trivial
scenes can seem surprisingly profound .... What is concealed spurs the
reader into action, but this action is also controlled by what is revealed;
the explicit in its turn is transformed when the implicit has been brought
105
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to light. 107
How come the "trivial scenes can seem surprisingly profound"?
According to Iser, it only happens when the reader uses his imagination and
makes the "unsaid comes to life." However, as Iser stated, the reader is not left
totally without clue but is trying to discover "what is concealed" under the
guideline of "what is revealed." Iser not only noticed the fact that "it is the
implications and not the statements that give shape and weight to the
meaning," but also noticed that the "transformation" happened to "the explicit,"
i.e., to "what had been said": it takes on "greater significance than might have
been supposed." By paying attention to both the reader and the text, Iser
figured out the secret of great authors such as Jane Austen as well as Virginia
Woolf. Their works have profound meaning even if they talk about trivial
scenes, because their works have many gaps which invite the reader of
different generations to take part in the conversation with the book, to
concretize the unsaid, to create their own versions of meaning, to transform
the said into something more profound.
However, Iser did not give much information about the details of the
"gaps" such as the category, the general characteristics, and how to define
them, etc. For instance, are there any differences between "gaps" and "blanks"?
If yes, how to distinguish them? Leona Toker endeavored to define "blanks,"
"vacancies" and "gaps." By using Iser's words and phrases, she concluc!es that
blanks are "suspended connectability," and vacancies are "nonthematic
107
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segments within the referential field of the wandering viewpoint;" they "enable
the reader to combine segments into a field by reciprocal modification," As for
the gaps, they are something located not in the text but between the text and
the reader, and functions as a synonym of "the fundamental asymmetry
between the text and the reader."108 Iser himself sometimes uses "gaps,"
sometimes uses "blanks" in his work, and often he used the two words as
synonyms. The reason is perhaps that the German word "leer" has the
meaning of "empty," "blank," "vacant," "free," "void," "unseeing," and "spacious"
and so on. The present research uses "gaps" and "blanks" as the same thing
which invites and stimulates the reader to participate the producing of the
meaning in the reading process. By using Iser's theory, the present research
intends to work out the interaction between Fusheng liu ji and the reader, to
adumbrate the process of how the gaps in the text are bridged by the reader
and what is the significance this reading process has to the reader.

3. Why There Exist Gaps in Fusheng Liu Ji

Fusheng liu ji and his author Shen Fu are actually mysterious and there
are many "gaps," in the four surviving chapters that are waiting for the reader
to bridge and fulfill. To fill those "empty spaces" and to figure out the "unsaid
words" with the imagination and life experience, the reader will become
enriched in his understanding the book, the world, and the self. And this,
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according to Iser, is where the true value of reading and literature lies.
The author of the current dissertation argues that there are three reasons
why Fusheng liu ji has so many gaps. First, it is a memoir of an almost
unknown writer who has practically not left any official record about himself
and his wife. As an unsuccessful businessman and clerk of some government
officials in the middle Qing time, Shen Fu has no chance to be recorded
anywhere apart from some pictures painted by him and mentioned in the
poems of friends who are mainly the men of his own class so that makes the
chance of the survival of his record even narrower. The historical record for a
woman such as Shen Fu's wife Chen Yun is more difficult to track since
woman in the Qing time has no official record at all excepting if she is closely
related to a wealthy or high-rank official's family by birth or by marriage, or, if
she becomes a famous prostitute, or dies as a ''jiefu W$" (widow who
maintains her chastity and does not remarry) by for honoring her husband or
family. In those cases she is possibly recorded in the memorial of the family, or
in the local record of famous persons. Ordinary woman like Chen Yun has little
chance to be mentioned in historical records. As Susan Mann pointed out, the
study of Chinese women is hard, because women, by contrast to men,
"become visible only if historians read between the lines, track down obscure
sources, and bring neglected collections to light.,,109 Chen Yun, who lost her
father when she was only four years old, and married to a "nobody" such as
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Shen Fu who was unable to honor her with his fortune or rank in the office,
would never been known by the world if Shen Fu did not write Fusheng liu ji.
Without the help of almost any historical records, the life of this couple as
depicted in this autobiographical work is bound to leave many gaps in the
pages and between the lines.
Secondly, it is a book written in the eighteenth-century in classical
Chinese which is very different in comparison to the modern Chinese language
in terms of language forms such as vocabulary and its usage, grammar, and
the rhetorical features including the use of idioms, allusions, and the technique
of "dui'ou

~J{~",

the matching of the phrases or sentences in sound and

rhythm, and so on. Moreover, there are also changes of language related to
the social and cultural changes. The gaps here are caused by the changing of
the connotation of the words, the custom, and the usage of the language along
the change of the time. An incident can be used to illustrate this kind of gap. In
the beginning of the third chapter "Sorrow J):,:Jr'iJ§c.f.0.," Shen Fu mentioned that
his wife was called "sanniang

-~"

at first in the family after they were married,

but later she was addressed by everyone in the house as "santaitai - -}::.-}::.":
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0

~JHmG~tl

'

.;ff~#-W-&fctJ

' §' tJ" -

*-}::."asrz

0

If:t*B!Z~~WX

'

?

Lin Yutang in his translation in 1935 did not translate the word "sanniang"
but chose to leave it in the text then gave a note regarding the difference of
"sanniang" and "santaitai" which is subtle but important:
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"San" means "number three." The meaning of "niang" and "t'ait'a/'
varies with local usage, but generally "niang" refers to a young married
woman in a big household, while "t'ait'a/' suggests the mistress of an
independent home. 11o
"Niang

YEf in Chinese can mean "young lady" as in "guniang

MY~,"

"mother" as in "dieniang ~Y~, or "wife" as in "niangzi ~T" in some southern
regions in China. The meaning for "sanniang" is close to "the third young lady
in the house." When Chen Yun was addressed as "sanniang," she was
enjoying the fondness of the in-laws and the whole family as a new member of
the family who was also a close relative since she and Shen Fu were cousins;
later, her independent thought, capability of dealing with things that normally
concerned not women but men only, her artistic way of life, and also the
constant financial problems she and Shen Fu encountered had distanced the
young lady from her in-laws and everyone else. The meaning of "taitai -J::;.-J::;." as
"wife" is a rather modern usage started in the 1920s and was popular in the
large cities such as Shanghai and Hong Kong. However, in Shen Fu's time,
"taitai" is used by servants or other ordinary people to address rich women with
luxury lifestyle or ladies of high ranking officials. Therefore "santaitai" is ironic
in tone since Chen Yun is neither rich nor high in rank, but from a small family
with a husband constantly in debt. Shen Fu showed his dislike and suspicion in
mentioning this small episode of change of the titles. His feeling about the title
was quite accurate because later when coldness and dislike from the in-laws
piled up to certain extent, Shen Fu and his wife were driven out of the family
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and Yun died in illness and poverty without even seeing her own children for
the last time. The changed connotation of words such as "sanniang" and
"santaitai" can create some indeterminacy that invites the exploration of the
reader.
The third cause of the many gaps in Fusheng liu ji is because the book
was written under the strong influence of the Confucian and Taoist literary
traditions that value high "the less is the more" kind of philosophy, and the
belief that the true meani ng could not, or better not, be conveyed by language.
Lao Zi
t~~&::

~T

(B.C.S71?-B.C.470?) said in the very beginning of Dao dejing

ill

''The Dao, if it can be told, will not be the eternal Dao. The names, if they

can be named, will not be the eternal names

;g,,,111

illPJill '

~~mill,

;gp-y;g , ~~m

and in Chapter Forty-one: "The great note sounds faint; the great image

is without shape *1§-m~

, *~#m~."112 Confucius also said in Ana/ects he

would like to quit speaking because: "Does Heaven speak? The four seasons
pursue their courses, and all things are continually being produced, but does
Heaven say anything? 7(f6J§~? rz:ge~1j1% ' B~?lJ1:1%

' 7({iiJ§~ ? ,,113

Under

the influence of the Confucian and Taoist philosophy, one of the major
characteristics of the Chinese literary tradition is "reserve of the implicit" or
"hanxu

-a-'i'''

in Chinese that is considered a mark of perfection in literary

works. Steven Owen had translated a famous Qing Dynasty critic Ye Xie
(1627 -1703) in Reading in Chinese Literary Thought:
III
112

III
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~~

Where poetry is at its most perfect, its subtlety (miao) lies in a
boundless reserve of the implicit (han-hsO) and in the thought reaching
what is faint and indistinct; what is implicit in poetry lies between what
can be said and what cannot be said; what it refers to lies at the
conjunction between the explicable and the inexplicable; the words seem
to be about one thing, while the meaning (y/) lies in something else. 114
Owen also made the following comment providing us a glimpse of hanxu:
Han-hsO was a very important aesthetic category, implicating not
only an intensive depth, a sense that there is more than the surface value
of the words, but also extensive affect: it is han-hsO that makes a text
continue in the readers mind after the words are over.115

What Owen indicated here can be summarized by a Chinese phrase
"Yan you jin er yi wuqiong §~~fffift~WJ" meaning literally "the words are

limited but the meaning is endless." Six hundred years earlier than Ye Xie,
Ouyang Xiu ~x~~fl~ (1007-1072) already discussed the same topic in his
critical work Remarks on Poetry (Liuyi Shihua

2;-/F~:Lft

0

~D'2'§5~

" ?~1%t1'&3I~

7\-~~3):

0

The very best thing is to have new thoughts and well-crafted diction,
to achieve what no one has ever said before. You have to be able to give
the manner of a scene that is hard to describe, to bring it as if before your
eyes; it must hold inexhaustible thought in reserve, though that appears
beyond the words. Only then is it perfect. 116
Although both Ouyang Xiu and Ye Xie were talking about poetry, the
standard they set for poetry is generally used for all literary works in the history
of Chinese ancient literature. The present dissertation does not analyze the

114
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general characteristics of the Chinese literature or indicate how "hanxu"
manifested in literary works in Shen Fu's time, but focuses on the reserve way
Shen Fu describes his life stories and the connection between "hanxu" and the
gaps in the text of Shen Fu's work.
Fusheng liu ji is a perfect example of the practice of "hanxu" because

Shen Fu balanced well between "what can be said" and "what can not be said,"
or between "the explicable" and "the inexplicable." One instance in Chapter
One, "Wedded Bliss

~m§2~"

can demonstrate the characteristic of "hanxu"

and the subtle way of writing of Shen Fu, and the "thought that appears
beyond the words" or "yanwaizhiyi §J~Z~" in the work:

When Yun grew up and had learnt needlework, she was providing
for the family of three, and contrived always to pay K'ehch'ang's tuition
fees punctually.117
Shen Fu used only one character "xian

~Ilt-r

meaning "skilled" to describe

Yun's needlework, perhaps embroidery that is a local specialty of Suzhou area.
Instead of describing how diligent she was and how well she supported her
family when she was barely a teenaged girl, he only said that "the three
mouths in the family relied on the supplying of her ten fingers." In addition,
Shen Fu mentioned another simple fact that K'ehch'ang, Yun's younger brother,
was able to receive education while Yun provided him the tuition fee. Although
the words are a few, the reader can figure out the meaning between the lines
about Yun's family background (a weak widowed mother and a little brother),
117
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her strong character, her knowledge and skill in life, and also the respect and
admiration Shen Fu had toward her even before they were married. In the
Confucian tradition, husbands are always the "heaven" of wives, and women
have to be totally subordinate to men. It is abnormal and very rare a man
publicly expresses his admiration and respect for his wife; therefore Shen Fu is
already rather careful and reserved in his praise of Yun. Nevertheless, his few
words here already conveyed his deep feeling towards his wife, and "makes a
text continue in the readers mind after the words are over," as Owen pointed
out.
In Chapter Four, "The Joys of Travel

)~}Qt§2.tj~,"

Shen Fu also explained

in an implicit way on his reason to return home instead of working as a
government clerk the place named Jixi

~)~:

In less than two years, however, I left the place owing to differences
of opinion with some of my colleagues, and returned home ....... During
my stay at Chich'i, I saw how unspeakably dirty politics was and how low
men could stoop in official life, which made me decide to change my
profession from scholar to businessman. 118
Lin Yutang translated "5ll..~IMl:f;~CP~®jjZ~*~:f;iA §" as "I saw how
unspeakably dirty politics was and how low men could stoop in official life" that
is much more explicit than Shen Fu's words. Shen Fu merely used "the
bustling place

~1Ml:f;~"

to indicate the governmental office or politic in general,

and "beibi zhi zhuang ~®jjZ~*" meaning "mean and low condition" that for him
11K
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was "bu kan ru mu /f"Ji!;A §," "intolerable to the eyes." Shen Fu didn't mention
with whom he conflicted with, neither the details. However, he used "fu yi

m

;&" meaning "angrily flick one's clothes" to show his indignation. Having in
mind the different social statuses of the scholars (ru {1m) and the businessmen
(gu If) according to the Confucian tradition, we understand that his decision

to become a businessman was not a light one since businessmen were
considered low and more unworthy than scholars, although being a shiye
an assistant of some government (yamen

tIDF~)

gffiilli,

clerk, Shen Fu was not a real

scholar yet his job was more close to scholar than any other occupations. We
can also imagine how terrible the situation he had suffered in the secretary job.
In fact, the words Shen Fu chose to use here is very strong in tone and the
most explicit comparing to the vocabulary items he used to describe the family
incidents happened between him and his parents and his younger brother, and
between Yun and her in-laws. The reserved manner and caginess Shen Fu
held when he recorded his family conflicts left many empty species in the text
that trigger the reader to wonder.

4. Three Different Types of Gaps in Fusheng Liu Ji

The present research argues that three types of gaps exist in the memoir
of Shen Fu, namely the structural gaps, the language gaps, and the cultural
gaps.
(1) The structural gaps
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The structural gaps are caused by the selection and the arrangement of
the author in writing his memoir. Fusheng liu ji is not chronological but has a
unique "six-petalled flower shape" that coincides with the shape of a dish
holder Yun once designed and made for Shen Fu, "a tray with a plum-blossom
design" that "consisted of six deep dishes of white porcelain.,,119 We are told
that when the tray was placed on the table, it looked like a regular plum
blossom; when it was opened, the different vegetables were contained in the
six petals of the flower. Each "petal" is independent, but together they make a
complete plum flower. Perhaps it was the tray that inspired Shen Fu to create
the structure of Fusheng liu ji. The book consisted of six chapters arranged
according to the themes rather than chronologically, with a brief introduction at
the beginning of each chapter and a summary sentence at the end of it. The
four survived chapters, as their titles revealed, are centered on four themes or
four kinds of feelings: the happiness
living, the sorrow

~

of married life, the charm

J'l of hardship and poverty, and the joy

t~

iI!z in idle

of traveling. The

other two missing chapters, as their remained titles "Zhong shan Ji Li
~"

and "Yang Sheng Ji Dao

.~§c:ill"

cpw§c

tell us, are supposed to talk about the

experience in the Ryukyu Island (Liuqiu IfrfEt) that is now Okinawa in Japan,
and the ways to live healthily and to persuade longevity. The segments and the
chapters are not related by causality, nor the development of the plots, but by
the feelings of the major characters, i.e., Shen Fu and his wife. Shen Fu only

119
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chose the episodes expressing the same type of feeling as indicated in the title
of every chapter, be it "happiness," "charm," or "sorrow" and "joy." However,
each episode in one chapter is arranged orderly according to when it
happened, i.e., chronologically. In so doing, the stories told in each chapter are
well organized and also easy to be understood in relation to the different
themes. Yu Pingbo was so fascinated by the structure of Fusheng liu ji that he
described the book as "a piece of beautiful landscape of hills and rivers,
though utterly nature, it fits perfectly man's aesthetic tastes
BJ3~*iffl8"J1iiJ1I

'

1@Z{~LlJfE7.K

' BJ3

f~{Jj{*,~~Dm-Er AI8"J~[fr," or "a piece of pure crystal, one

can see only it's limpidness and beauty, but can't see its trace of artificial
craftsman's work

*~rr~

{!13m -f;5\Wt1~8"JJj(~ , RJi~)3jj~ , ::f 5tfl~BJ3~8"J~lE. ; R~

, ::f~~{'F*~V'&8"J*lb])i."120
The thematic arrangement of the chapters not only enables Shen Fu to

concentrate on his memory of life with Yun, but also allows him to omit or
ignore some common aspects and elements of autobiographies he prefers not
to talk about. These are the places where the reader encounters the gaps. For
example, unlike normal autobiographies, Shen Fu did not provide much
information about his family members. Instead, he seems to avoid mentioning
them at all. He never said anything about his younger brother excepting that
his name is Shen Qitang

5Xg~¥:,

and his wife is from a famous family. Shen

Fu did not tell us any stories with his younger brother during their childhood

120

Yu Pingbo, "Fusheng liuji xin

XU,"

3.
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years. He did not say much about his parents and other siblings, either, nor the
family's history such as the ancestors and so on. As a person educated as a
Confucian scholar, he could never say anything evil about his parents or family
members. However, as the reader goes through the four chapters, he or she
can eventually mend up the broken links and gets the whole picture: when the
cruelty of snobbery and selfishness overwhelmed and dominated the big family,
the suffering of a humble and honest couple such as Shen Fu and Chen Yun
was heartbreaking. It seemed that only the love between the couple and the
love

they

shared

for

art

and

nature

were

worth-recording

in

an

autobiographical work and that was the exact reason of Shen Fu's writing.
Chen Yinque

~*,~.rg.

(1890-1969) pointed out that Fusheng Iiu ji is an

"exception" in Chinese literary works, because under the restriction of the
Confucian "rules of etiquette and ethics

~~tJiL'E',,"

traditional literary works

scarcely dared to mention the relationship between men and women,
especially between husbands and wives. 121 Shen Fu gave a brief explanation
on why he had made "the Wedded Bliss" that focused his love stories with his
wife as the first chapter of his memoir:

Since the Book of Poems begins with a poem on wedded love,
thought I would begin this book by speaking of my marital relations and
then let other matters follow. 122
The Book of Poems (Shi Jing ~~.¥ or ~ ~ a) (B.C.1 046-B.C. 771) is the
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first collection of Chinese literature and is said to be edited and compiled by
Confucius himself. It becomes one of the Confucian canons in the Han
Dynasty

;~{i:

(B.C.202-220). The first poem in the Book of Poems is "Guanju

rnmJil" (Guan-guan go the ospreys) which is actually not a poem of "wedded
love" but love between man and woman in general. It depicted scene of birds
mating in the river island, and a pretty good-mannered girl who is considered
the ideal wife of a gentleman ~T: "rnmrnm!iff~

, tE;PJZ;)'H

0

~~);f~P:

' ~T~rBS"

that Arthur Waley's translation goes as '''Fair, fair,' cry the ospreys, Ion the
island in the river. Ilovely is this noble lady, lfit bride for our lord."
Confucius agreed that The Book of Poems can be used "to emphasize
education and to correct human relationship ltfjz{t.:"

lEA {ffi3)." By using

"Guanju" and The Book of Poems as an example, Shen Fu not only justified
his way of organizing the memoir, but also his goal of making the center of his
memoir the love he and Yun shared and the life they created in their
twenty-three years of marriage. It can also be seen as a demonstration of his
deep respect for his wife if we remember that Yun was not a "noble lady" but a
girl from a poor family and had to educate herself to read and write.
In Chapter One "Wedded Bliss," since the theme is "happiness," Shen Fu
focused on moments of happiness in his life with Chen Yun. He talked about
their meetings as cousins since they were children, about how they got
engaged, and about the "rice soup episode" in which Chen Yun gave him some
warm rice soup to drink even though she was not supposed to see him after
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their engagement. Followed by the events of their wedding, the departure and
reunion of them as the newly wed, Shen Fu told us how they build up their
lifelong mutual love and understanding in the first years of the their time
together that gradually to the extent of "the longer we stayed together, the
more passionately attached we became to each other 41~:ezfffi't~~W."123
Then he recorded different events when Yun dressed up as a man or made
excuses of visiting her mother, just for the pleasure to view the local
flower-gods festival that was not opened to a woman of a ordinary family, or to
visit the Taihu Lake that is not far from their home, but as a woman of that time
Yun could only dream of traveling.
The happy feelings Shen Fu demonstrated in this chapter are of various
types in nature. It can be the physical attraction and love between the young
couple, as Shen Fu described the moment he saw Yun after his three months
study for becoming a shiye in another city:

When I arrived home, I went to pay my respects to my mother and
then entered my room. YOn stood up to welcome me, and we held each
other's hands in silence, and it seemed then that our souls had melted
away or evaporated like a mist. My ears tingled and I did not know where
I was. 124
It also can be the appreciation and admiration for the intelligence and
knowledge of the other part, the deep interests they shared for literature, art,
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and nature, the simple food and clothes they both liked, the peaceful and
lovely garden Canglang Pavilion that they once lived next door, and the fun
time they had while drinking wine and composing poems under the moonlight,
or observing the sunset and birds in a small boat on the Taihu Lake. But above
all is the marital harmony and deep love permeating their daily life:

~~~~

0

She had the same tastes and habits as myself, and besides had the
talent of reading my wishes by a mere glance or movement of the
eyebrow, doing things without being told and doing them to my perfect
satisfaction. 125
Although Shen Fu was talking here how Chen Yun knew his wishes well
only but not the vice versa, the reader can judge how things were on the other
hand, too. The couple enjoyed and cherished their marriage so much that they
repeatedly wished to be husband and wife not only in this life, but also in the
endless next lives. They prayed to the gods, they carved seals to be used in
their correspondence with the inscription "That we might remain husband and
wife from incarnation to incarnation ~~±.±.tittitJqx$," and they asked a
famous painter to paint a picture of the god of matrimony AT::r:).., so they
could pray to him for their future marriages. 126
The theme of Chapter Two is "charm" in idleness. Lin Yutang translated
the title of this chapter "Xianqing Ji Qu F~Jt)lf§ci!'!ft' as "the little pleasures of
life." "Xian

125
126

F~J"

is the opposite of busy "mang tt." As a person often without a
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formal position in a government branch or doing any other trade, Shen Fu was
neither rich nor busy but lived a quiet life that became later poverty-stricken.
This is perhaps the reason why he cherished so much every interesting and
charming moment in his life. "Qu" in Chinese is a word not only related to fun,
but also has the meaning of "interesting," "charm," and often associated with
"ya

31" that means good taste. Stephen Owen explains "qu" as "interest,"

"excitement," or "flair."127 Owen has a more detailed explanation on "ya":
As a stylistic category, ya suggests dignity, restraint, and a certain
archaic quality ... The antonym of ya is su {B: "mundane," "uncouth,"
"commonplace," "vulgar," "popular," "low."128
The "little pleasures" or the moments of "qu" in Shen Fu's memoir are
often associated with the aesthetic characteristics of the "high culture"
including art and literature. Imagination, uniqueness, dignity, purity, good taste
and charm are all appreciated in those episodes that caught Shen Fu's
attention and after so many years they were still vivid and valuable to be
recorded in his memoir. For example, the imagination of a child had produced
so much fun when Shen Fu was a little boy who spent his days observing
beetles in the garden:

El1~

0

Sometimes I would squat by a broken, earthen wall, or by a little
bush on a raised flower-bed, with my eyes on the same level as the
J27
128

Owen, Chinese Literary Thought, 586.
Ibid., 594.

83

flower-bed itself, and there I would look and look, transforming in my
mind the little plot of grass into a forest and the ants and insects into wild
animals. The little elevations on the ground became my hills, and the
depressed areas became my valleys, and my spirit wandered in that
world at leisure. 129
After he married Chen Yun, they had many delightful moments on
arranging flowers, cultivating bonsais, decorating rooms, and enjoy reading
and composing poems with good friends. The designing "living flower screen

)3::ft:J#" showed the artistic talent and spirit of Chen Yun because it occurred
during the time they were driven out by Shen Fu's father, and had to stay with a
friend of Chen Yun in the countryside ofWuxi

~~~.

In a situation of humiliation

and economic hardship, Chen Yun managed to create pieces of artistic work
and make their life there more delightful. "Huo 53" means here both "alive" and
"movable" that shows the screen is "alive" because unlike the normal screen,
the flower on it is not painted but real; on the other hand, it's a movable screen,
which is different from a normal plant. The basic idea is to make a frame that
can hold a pot of plant such as peas first, and let the plant to grow along the
frame and makes the frame a movable screen eventually:

In that country house, the yard was wide open and the glare of the
summer sun was very oppressive. YOn taught them a method of making
movable screens of growing flowers ... One can make several of these
things and place them wherever one pleases, before windows or doors,
and they will look like living plants, casting their green shade into the
house, warding off the sun and yet allowing the wind to come through.
They can be placed in any irregular formation, adjustable according to
time and circumstances, and are, therefore, called "movable flower
129
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screens.,,130
Shen Fu was obviously very fascinated by his wife's creative idea and
called it "an excellent arrangement for people staying in the country 11:tJi:~~5

z. §Ut:m." It's not the first time Shen Fu was amazed by his wife's charm in
dealing everyday life with distinguishing artistic taste and ingenious creations.
Once he wanted to make an artificial little hill in a tray as a miniature of
landscape. He found some pretty yellow pebbles but worried that the putty he
needed to finish the little construction would not match the color of the stone.
As usual, he asked opinions of Chen Yun, who never let him down in this kind
of circumstances. She suggested he grind some pebbles and mix the powder
of the stone into the putty so that the color would become united. Shen Fu
gladly took her idea and together they built the miniature of a hill in the tray that
symbolizes their ideal place of living and they could "imagine oneself
transported to some fairy region 1$}Qt~r:p , "5<D1tii~."131
Yun knew how to make even the most common food tasty and special,
as Shen Fu recorded. She also had some very uncommonly creative ideas in
dealing with small things such as tea:

When the lotus flowers bloom in summer, they close at night and
open in the morning. YOn used to put some tea leaves in a little silk bag
and place it in the centre of the flower at night. We would take it out the
next morning, and make tea with spring water, which would then have a
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very delicate flavour. 132
The words Shen Fu picked for the special tea Yun made is "xiang yun
you jue

~~&jt~B"

meaning "particularly aromatic and charming." This is what

Shen Fu meant by "qu": uncommonly interesting, exciting, unique and very
attractive. The episode of "drinking warm wine in the presence of flowers ~ffE
~~"

exemplifies most the kind of fun and charm that Shen Fu and Chen Yun

were so found of. Shen Fu and his friends wanted to drink warm wine in a field
of the Chinese canola flowers, where no restaurants or pubs could be found.
They did not like to drink cold wine while enjoying the flowers since the rice
wine is best to be drunk as warm, nor the idea of observing flowers first, and
then go home to have a warm drink. Finally the ideal of Shen Fu and his
friends was realized thanks to the fascinating idea of Chen Yun. She
suggested hiring a wonton seller who moved around selling wonton, a kind of
boiled dumpling, by carrying his stove and a pan on his shoulder pole. The
wonton seller they hired accompanied the group to the field, warmed wine,
cooked dishes, made the tea, and even cooked rice soup for Shen Fu and his
friends, who spent a wonderful time in a field full of golden flower, drinking,
eating, singing, reading poems and relaxing:

First we boiled some tea, and after drinking it, we warmed up the
wine and heated up the dishes. The sun was beautiful and the breeze
132

Ibid., 124-125.

86

was gentle, while the yellow rape flowers in the field looked like a stretch
of gold, with gaily dressed young men and women passing by the rice
fields and bees and butterflies flitting to and fro-a sight which could make
one drunk without any liquor ... Then the cups, bowls and dishes lay
about in great disorder on the ground, while we were already slightly
drunk, some sitting and some lying down, and some singing or yelling.
When the sun was going down, I wanted to eat congee, and the wonton
seller bought some rice and cooked it for us. We then came back with a
full belly.133
The "qu" in this episode has two characteristics. On the one hand, it is
not "mundane," "uncouth" or "low," because to drink wine while enjoying
flowers, as an action of good taste and part of the Chinese literary tradition, is
an activity that people without money or education on poetry do not care to
perform. On the other hand, it is not a matter of money of power, but a matter
of spiritual freedom and artistic way of living because there is no place to
spend money or execute power in order to get a drink of warm wine in the field
of flowers. The unconquerable artistic imagination and the love of life have
made the mundane world so interesting and charming.
In the third chapter, "sorrow" is the theme and all the segments are
associated with the economic and social conflicts Shen Fu and Chen Yun had
to confront later in their life. Shen Fu started this chapter with the change of
title of Chen Yun from "sanniang" to "santaitai," and believed it was the
beginning of the change of family relations. The worst change of the relation
happened between Chen Yun and her in-laws. Shen Fu recorded two events in
that Chen Yun not only lost favor of her father-in-law, but also became the
target of resentfulness of her mother-in-law who was also her aunt. Without the
133
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support and protection of the parents, the young couple became the vulnerable
victim of selfishness and greedy of other members in the family. When Chen
Yun became ill, but Shen Fu had no money to support her and their children,
their "chou

7.:9"- worries and sorrow- gradually permeated their daily life. To

make it worse, Yun became the sworn sister of a young prostitute Hanyuan
whom she'd like to have as the concubine for Shen Fu. It laid herself open to
ridicule, and certainly gave the in-laws and others an excuse to throw her and
Shen Fu out of the family. Since then the couple moved away from Suzhou
and lived out of the mercy of their friends and relatives, till Chen Yun died in
sickness and poverty. Shen Fu described the moment when he remained in
the death room of Chen Yun a week after her burial, wanting only to meet her
spirit for one more time, showed the deepest agony of a man who lost his true
love:

I then went in with a lamp in my hand and saw the room was exactly
as she had left it, only my beloved was not there, and tears welled up in
my eyes in spite of myself. I was afraid then that with my wet eyes, I
should not be able to see her form clearly, and I held back my tears and
sat on the bed, waiting for her appearance with wide open eyes. Softly I
touched her old dress and smelt the odour of her body which still
remained, and was so affected by it that I fainted off.134
At that time Shen Fu was so poor that he had no money to bring Yun's
coffin home, so she was buried in a hill in Yangzhou mj'f'[ that is far away from
134
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her hometown Suzhou. Shen Fu's sorrow seemed endless: soon he lost his
father who had left nothing to him; then his son died at age of eighteen. Shen
Fu had titled the Chapter Three "Kanke Ji Chou fjzfay~cY~" meaning "recorded
sorrow in a life full of frustrations." The frustrations and sorrow expressed in
each segment piled up to the extent of crushing the spirit and body of a young
couple. The reader is left to wonder the reason for that dashed hopes and
caused sorrow.
In Chapter Four, "Langyou Ji Kuai

)~}M~ct~"

or The Joys of Travel, Shen

Fu recorded many simple joyful moments in travel. By /angyou
meant something different with

)~}M,

Shen Fu

modern time tourist sightseeing

and

entertainment. The travel he had occurred when he was hired as a shiye or
assistant by some government clerks. Hired not by the government, but by the
officials or their clerks, a shiye was paid solely out of the pockets of their
employers, therefore the position was never stable. The reputation of the shiye
was generally not high because of the corruption of some shiye who tried to
become rich by taking bribery. Shen Fu started the career not by his free
choice but as the decision of his father Shen Jiafu

)Xf**

(?-?). In Chapter

Four, Shen Fu told us that he started the career formally at age of twenty-five,
though he had been familiar with it since his father Shen Jiafu was a shiye all
his life. Worried about that Shen Fu was not able to support himself doing
other careers, or did not want to support Shen Fu in his study leading to the
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civil service examinations N$135 for the scholars, Shen Jiafu made Shen Fu
learning from other shiye first and eventually got his own position. Admitting
this was nothing "joyful," Shen Fu called the year the beginning of his "Pao shu

/angyou WJ~~5UQf," or "throwing away books and traveling from place to place."
According to Li Qiao, Shen Fu was a low rank shiye and did not enjoy his
career at all,136 as we can see from the segment that he became a
businessman in less of two years after he became a shiye in Jixi, Anhui ~f~
province. Although he returned to the career again after his business failed, he
could not enjoy his career or making money by being morally low, as some of
his colleagues had done. The only thing he liked about being a shiye is the
benefit of travel. The career allowed him to travel many places as he worked
for different officials and their clerks. However, he was normally not free to
wander where he liked, or explore some unknown places, but enjoyed hastily
whatever came to his way.
As Shen Fu told us in Chapter Four, he had been to all the provinces in
China in his time, excepting only Sichuan
~1¥i.

[gJ I [, Guizhou j!i}['[ and Yunnan

The Joy he discovered in the travel falls into several types. It can be the

local festivals and customs of the Suzhou area with its luxuries and bustling
city lifestyle, or religious rites in some northern towns such as Jixi in Anhui. It
can be the trips accompanied by his short-lived best friend Gu Honggan i~~
~*

(1762-1784) who shared the same interests and artistic view with him, or

m The civil service examinations are also called "Imperial Examinations." However, the Imperial Examinations
also includes the examinations for selecting the candidates of military posts.
136 Li Qiao, "Shen Sanbai Shiye," 79-86.
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the honest and simple life of the farmers in the peninsula Yongtai Sha

*'*;»,

today's Jiulong :7.Ji~l in Qidong

137

Po)(*,

Jiangsu ;I~ Province.

The

natural beauty of mountains and waters, and the places related to history and
literature are mentioned the most, particularly the gardens in different
provinces ranging from Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Anhui, Huibei ;~jt, Gansu
and Shanxi

i:tJll

~~iZ.§.

Being "by nature fond of forming own opinions without regard to what
others say fl)¥%jiiifI2J! ' /f"~P.iA;~JF," Shen Fu values highly "certain
things that others look down upon," and thinks "nothing of what others prize
very highly" in his criticism of paintings, poetry, and natural scenery.138 Shen
Fu mentioned about fifty gardens or temples he actually visited and voiced for
each place his unique and sometimes bold comments. Shizilin

3gmr*,f,

for

example, is one of the famous gardens in Suzhou even today, and is said to be
designed and constructed originally by Ni Zan

17t.l}f

(Ni Yunlin {)t ~ *,f

1301-1374), one of the greatest painters of Yuan Dynasty 51:{i; (1271-1368).
Ni lived in Suzhou about 400 years earlier than Shen Fu. However, Shen Fu
trusted his own taste and admitted openly that he failed to see its beauty
because it "resembles on the whole more a refuse heap of coal ashes
bedecked with moss and ant-holes, without any suggestion of the natural
rhythm of sweeping hills and towering forests." 139 As to the people of
Yongtaisha who might be considered uncultivated and low in social ranks,
137
138
139
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Shen Fu did not try to hide his admiration. Shen Fu went to the place in 1804
for collecting the farm crops for his friend Xia Yishan. Being a piece of land
newly merged from the bottom of the Yangtze River, Yongtaisha was then still
covered by wild weeds and no streets or much human habitations. Shen Fu
went hunting and other activities with the farmers there, and loved the simple
and honest people and their life. Although it was a "struggle with the elements
of nature, dreary and powerful and wild, like that of primeval times," however,
Shen Fu enjoyed the life and people there so much that he rated it the
"pleasantest and most romantic bit of travel" in his life. 140
There are also episodes in this chapter related to his affair with a
prostitute named Xi'er whom he met when he was doing business in
Guangdong. In Shen Fu's time, visiting prostitutes, seeking their company or
entertaining by their singing or dancing and so on were considered harmless
or even romantic for literati. Shen Fu obviously did not think his affair with Xi'er
was a betrayal to his love for Chen Yun, or anything condemnable, so he
recorded this episode as his joy in his travel, too. He recorded with many
details about the time he spent with Xi'er, and how Xi'er wanted to commit
suicide after he went back home without having bought her as concubine to
home. His rationale was probably firstly, he picked her up among other
prostitutes because she resembled Chen Yun in her appearance, and
secondly, he did not treat her badly as other men would do, but was always

140
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understanding and gentle towards her and other girls there in the brothel. In
Chapter Five of the present dissertation, the relationship between men and
women in Fusheng liu ji will be looked at more closely and a discussion will be
made particularly about Shen Fu and Xi'er.

As was mentioned before, the chapters in Fusheng liu ji are organized
based on the themes, whereas in each chapter, the segments are arranged
chronologically, so the reader has the clue to trace the life of Shen Fu and see
how the "happiness," "charm," "sorrow" and "joy" themes adumbrated in every
chapter. However, the gaps can appear when some segments of "happiness"
changed into "sadness" or "worry" all of a sudden, in the middle of a scene of
happiness and enjoyment, or some memory of the best time appeared in the
middle of the hardships.
For example, when Shen Fu was talking about his first "important"
meeting with Chen Yun, and how he was surprised by her poems, he also
wrote about his worry for her possible fate of lacking of fortune and leading a
short life:

When I was thirteen years old, I went with my mother to her maiden
home and there we met. As we were young innocent children, she
allowed me to read her poems. I was quite struck by her talent, but
feared that she was too clever to be happy.141

141
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Lin Yutang did not translate the words "fuze bu shen

T@i;l/f";5i€"

literally.

"Fuze" means "luck" and "blessing," and "bu shen" means "not deep," therefore
shallow or not long lasting. It's unusual that a boy of barely thirteen years old
would admire his female cousin's talent on poetry and at the same time worry
about her life span and destination. The reader was just getting ready to know
more about Chen Yun's talent regarding her lacking of education and a
financially supporting family, so Shen Fu's remark about her fate would be a
gap that invites the exploration of the reader. As Shen Fu was talking about
Chen Yun's talent, the reader has to make association between the talented
women in Chinese history and their fate. "A woman without talent is a virtuous
woman

:Y:r~~{~~t~"

is a saying quoted by Chen Jiru

~*1t1~

(1558-1639),

a Ming Dynasty scholar in his work Where Can One Hear the Elders Saying

f{:J-&::f3"§;

?i!:

therefore earlier than the seventeenth-century, the talented women

were already disadvantaged compared with untalented women. Talent in
women would cause chaos and unhappiness, so a woman with talent is pitiful,
and of bad luck. That was perhaps why Shen Fu felt uneasy with Chen Yun's
talent, though he still married her out of his love for her.
Another example can be found when Shen Fu recorded the miniature hill
in an earthen tray by using the pebbles taken from the family tomb. Chen Yun
told him to mix the putty with the stone power so the trace of putty in the hill
would not be recognizable. They decorated the hill and its surrounding water
with dodder and duckweed, then waited till the autumn when the miniature
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landscape became really picture-like and gave them much pleasure to "shen
you

~$}21"

or wander in their imagination:

~o

We put this under the eaves, and discussed between ourselves
where we should build a covered terrace by the water, where we should
put a garden arbour, and where we should put a stone inscription:
"Where petals drop and waters flow." And YOn further discussed with me
where we could build our home, where we could fish, and where we
could go up for a better view of the distance, all so absorbed in it as if we
were moving to live in that little imaginary universe. 142
The hill in a tray captured the spirit of the Chinese landscape paintings

w7K!i since

Shen Fu was himself a painter of such paintings. The miniature

landscape also symbolized the dream of escaping from the cruel reality. While
the reader was enjoying the landscape and imagine what a peaceful life Shen
Fu and Chen Yun could have if they could really move to that place, the happy
moment ended suddenly:

One night, two cats were fighting for food and fell down over the
eaves and accidentally broke the whole thing into pieces, basin and all. I
sighed and said, "The gods seem to be jealous of even such a little effort
of ours." And we both shed tears.143
Stephen Owen also noticed such changes of the feelings, or the
repeated happy moments that ended up with sadness and humiliations.
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However, he analyzed it from the point of view of self-deception. Owen argued
that Shen Fu had been always trying "to wriggle out of this world into some
idyllic tiny space" but unfortunately, his world is always a toy "that gets broken,"
therefore "his little mountain, his marriage to YOn, his memoirs---all are idyllic
imitations of something real; they are only cherished artifices, toYS.,,144
The author of the current dissertation held that these sudden changes of
feelings are structural "gaps" from the point of view of Iser's theory. If we see
the theme of each chapter is a string of a necklace, then the segments are
pearls of the same kind shining on the necklace. The necklace becomes
different when suddenly a pearl of different type appears, and the reader is left
to figure out what is happening and why. Iser would probably have called this
kind of jump from one theme to another, or a theme became a background or
horizon, the vacancies. In fact, they are just another form of the gap, a factor of
the "indeterminacy" in a literary work that invites the participation of the reader.
In the reading of the first two chapters of Fusheng liu

p,

the reader is often

alerted or surprised when Shen Fu showed a different kind of "pearl" or
deliberately cut off the string. Since the theme is "happiness" and "charm," the
reader is ready to be immerged into the segments of his ""wedded bliss" or
"little pressures;" then all of a sudden, some unhappy thoughts appeared
owing to the interruption of the happy moments, may it be an imagined ghost in
the stream where Shen Fu and Chen Yun were drinking wine, enjoying

144
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moonshine, and composing poetry; or some vicious person in the family who
killed Shen Fu's most precious orchid flower by secretly pouring boiled water
over it; or some rich barbarians who by force married Hanyuan, the supposed
concubine of Shen Fu. In Chapter One, there are all together four sentences
expressing the worry that Chen Yun might be unable to live a long life. These
"odd" segments are important in the understanding of the work as a whole and
are actually the linking points between the different chapters. They are also the
points where the reader can ask questions and explore the whole life and its
meaning of Shen Fu and Chen Yun as human beings. Self-deceived or not,
Shen Fu was trying as much as he could to find the cause of his tragedy.
Sometimes he blamed his gifted wife because her talent may invite bad luck
and jealousy of the creator, or at least some members of his family; sometimes
he blamed himself for being too deep in love with Chen Yun so that was
considered unlikely to bring a lasting marriage. When Chen Yun died, he did
not know whom to blame so he asked: "Who has caused it illE~~ZlfG?,,145 As
the reasoning of Shen Fu is not so convincing, the reader has to dig out his
own answer.

(2) The Language Gaps

According to Zuozhuan

?If', the first chronological Chinese historical

work composed during the Warring States Period (B.C.476-B.C.221),
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Confucius once said: "If the language lacks patterning, it will not go far" (Yan
zhi wu wen, xing er bu yuan §L~)(: , fj-ffij/fj~.) 146 The "wen )(:" here has

the same meaning as "wen

~:X,"

which means decorative patterns or designs

such as lines or grains on a natural or artificial object. The traditional Chinese
literary thought represented by Confucius maintained that in writing, in order to
express and spread ideas more effectively, "wen" or decorative patterns or
designs is necessary. The idioms and allusions, and all the other rhetorical
features in literary works, such as dui'ou

f1ffl&,

the words-matching in sound

and meanings, are the part of "wen" to help the writer manifest their inner
thoughts.
In the beginning of Chapter One, Shen Fu told the reader that he was not
properly educated in his childhood, so what he intended to do with his memoir
was only writing down the "real facts and the true sentiments.,,147 However, his
education and his way of life allowed him a very unique style and a
masterpiece of literary work regarding the language he used in the work. Yu
Pingbo loved Shen Fu's style because of its purity and its abandoning of the
"pedantic, redundant, and hypocritical languages ~~§£ ' W§£ ' m~§£"148 by
which he meant the language used by the writers of Shen Fu's time. Instead of
revealing their true feelings, they confined themselves by prevailing Confucian
conventions and the "Eight-Legged" style or "8aguwen
and predominant in the Ming and Qing Dynasty.
146
147
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J\~)(:"

that is rigid

The language Shen Fu used is classical Chinese

x"§X that is based

on the ancient written Chinese and not popular any more after the May 4th
Movement in 1919. It can cause many gaps in the text, especially for the
modern readers. In addition to the grammar that is very different compared to
the modern Chinese, the literary features of classical Chinese includes shorter
sentence length, less words, former vocabularies, more frequent use of idioms
and allusions, more phrases and sentences matched in sound and sense for
rhetoric purpose (dui'ou), and so on. For instance, Shen Fu used only eighteen
characters to form short phrases, and made them a condensed poetry-like
sentence to describe his feeling when he had to stay away from his young wife
shortly after they were married.

Whenever the breeze blew past my bamboo courtyard, or the moon
shone upon my window behind the green banana leaves, I thought of her
and was carried away into a region of dreams. 149
Lin Yutang used very simple and concise words here to translate the
sentence that will be much wordy if it was translated into Modern vernacular
Chinese. In addition to the length, for rhetoric purpose of dui'ou, Shen Fu used
"wind
~"

m,"

to match "moon

A," "bamboo tt" to match "banana ;W;," "scenery

to match "person A," and so on. Since the breeze blew and the moon

shone almost everyday, Shen Fu was in fact saying how frequently he missed
his wife. This short but rather formal and subtle sentence describes well the
suffering state of love-sickness of Shen Fu.
149
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These features produce the conciseness and compactness of the literary
work and are bound to add language gaps in the text. The frequent using of
idioms, allusions and dui'ou produces the implicit spaces in the text. For
example, the idiom "Not turning a hair" (bu dong sheng se ::f1}Ji!l:e) Shen Fu
uses to describe the calm attitude Chen Yun had when she was pawning her
jewelry for the food and drink of their literati friends has said much more than a
whole page of detailed account. The changing of the connotation of the words,
the custom, and the usage of the language can also add gaps that are
discussed here. The present research calls the first type of gaps the ones
"caused by language forms," and the second type of gaps "caused by
changing of the usage." In addition to these two types, there is the problem of
translation that will be a total different topic of research. This dissertation
focuses only on the two types of the language gaps in order to understand
what function they have in the text and what the reader can do about them.
1) Gaps caused by language forms: idioms, allusions, and dui'ou
(1) idioms
In Fusheng liu ji, Shen Fu used many idioms that were common in his
time and helped to express his points of view more effectively. For example, in
Chapter One, Shen Fu recalled the first time he was given the privilege to read
Chen Yun's poems when they were thirteen: "As we were two young innocent
children, she allowed me to read her poems PW!J\~f(t
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, 1~5!PJT1t."150

"Liang

xiao wu xian

rw/J\~lOOf'

xiao wu cai

rw /J\~1f~ ,"

is the same as its another more common form "Jiang
and is an idiom used to describe the innocent

playmates relations between little boys and girls. It came from the poem
"Changgan Xing l~lHJ"of the famous Tang Dynasty }gf{i: (618-907) poet Li
Bai: "Tongju Changgan Li, liang xiao wu xian cai [PJ,@-&~~~ , rw/J\~fr!1~." It
depicted a boy and a girl who lived in Changgan neighborhood and were best
little friends. Shen Fu and Chen Yun were cousins so they knew each other
since very young and that's why Chen Yun showed him some her poems that
were not supposed to be seen by a man since she was an unmarried woman.
The trust between the two young persons and their mutual love for poetry is
expressed in a strong but compact way by this simple but well known idiom.
Also in Chapter One, by using the idiom "hong an xiang zhuang ~~;f§~f."
Shen Fu made an analogy between his own love story and the story of Liang
Hong and his wife Meng Guang in the Han Dynasty:

And so we remained courteous to each other for twenty-three years
of our married life like Liang Hung and Meng Kuang, and the longer we
stayed together, the more passionately attached we became to each
other,,151
The idiom "hong an xiang zhuang )J;~~ffi~f" has another version "Ju an

qi mei

:$~1lfJ§ ,"

Hou Han Shu

or "to hold the dish tray level with the brow." According to

i&)~w:,

The History of Later Han by Fan Ye YQ:B* (398-445) ,

Meng Guang, respects her husband Liang Hong so much though he was only
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a poor farmer, that every time she served the meal to him, she would hold the
tray level with her brow to show her courtesy. The couple was said to treat
each other due to a most respectable guest, which leading to one more idiom
"xiang jing ru bin ;f§~3<DJ[." Since Shen Fu and Chen Yun always respected

each other like Liang Hong and Meng Guang did, and since the first name of
Chen Yun in Chinese character

:fr

means "a fragrant grass," Shen Fu named

the top house he and Chen Yun once lived "Tower of My Guest's Fragrance
(Bin Xiang Ge

J[~f%?J)"

and probably made the inscription of this name on a

horizontal board to be hung on the door. "My guest" or "my respected wife" is
Chen Yun, and she is the one to make the place fragrant. By the naming of the
place, Shen Fu wanted everyone to know that his wife Chen Yun was the one
that he respected very much.
In Chapter One alone, Shen Fu used about twenty-eight idioms
including:
taiping shengshi :t:~~tit (time of peace and prosperity),
jia tu bi Ii

*f;i:Emn:

(have nothing but the bare walls in one's house),

gu pan shen fei i~tl5.H$~ (look around with quick intelligence in the eyes and

with fine fettle),
Jin nang jia ju ~1fl.{~{jJ (nice pieces of poems in a brocade),
zizi bu juan 1)(1)(f'{{E (persist in one's work without tiring),
dongfang ji bai *7J~5£I'3 (the daytime is coming soon),
er bin si mo :Ej:¥~JTM (play together ear to ear and temple to temple),
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xunxun shan you

fJ§fJ§~gJ5

meng hun diandao

(be good at giving systematic guidance),

~iJUm{¥rr

(live in daydreams and forget about the normal

life),
luohua liushui ~1£)frt* (dropping flower petals and flowing water),
luotuo bu ji

~t{]/F&

(untrammeled by formality and convention) ,

tou tou shi dao Eft£l~t~lli (well-organized, satisfactory),
hong an xiang zhuang ~~f§jjf (have mutual respect between husband and

wife),

b u qr· ran er ran

xttRAA;+;:;9~
T
ffl "'~ IIIJ "'~

(h appen unexpectedl y,
)

baitou xie lao BEW{gr~ (live in conjugal bliss to an old age),
shengsheng shishi
gong ying

~~ttittit

(in different lives, generation after generation),

bei she CJ~H~t (be very nervous and suspicious),

jing hun wei ding

Ylil*JE: (not yet being recovered from fright),

baitou bu zhong BEW/F~:t. (unable to live together till an old age),
tong yan he fa ~~n~ (hale and hearty, healthy in an old age),
yin guo baoying

IZSI*¥&!J! (karma, one's fate in the next existence determined

by one's actions of this life),
du xing juju ~1=r~~ (walk in solitude and silence),
shui tian yi se 7K~-E~ (the sky and the water are of the same color, the vast

water region),
tingting yu Ii 'T 'T.:En (of a slim and graceful female figure), and so on. Shen

Fu also used several idioms with slightly different characters than the original
form, but the same meaning, such as "ru de yi bao
huo zhi bao

3(Dji~Jf"

~f~~."

instead of "ru

(as if getting the most valuable treasures), "Guye xianzi
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3i6!t1w-=r" instead of "Guyeshenren
beautiful women), "Ie ji zai sheng
t~1=.?l"

3i6~tt$A"

~t~~1=."

(fairies in the Miaogu Mountain,

that came from "Ie ji sheng bei

~

(extreme joy begets sorrow), and "gong ying bei she '7~H~t" that

has a more popular form "bei gong she ying

H'7~t~"

(very frightened and

suspicious).152
These are the idioms Shen Fu used in Chapter One only. In Chapter Two
he used about twenty-three idioms, and in Chapter Three and Four, he used
respectively twenty-two and twenty-eight idioms. All those idioms used by
Shen Fu three hundred years ago are still widely used in the Modern Chinese.
On the one hand, the use of great amount of idiom has created a poet-like text
with its colorful expressions and its modulation in tune do to words with four
syllables (each Chinese character has one syllable, and an idiom normally has
four syllables); on the other hand, it also causes some gaps related to the
conciseness and

compactness

of the literary work,

because of its

generalization or indeterminacy. When an idiom is used, the reader can only
have some basic ideas depending on what he knows about the idiom and what
the writer is talking about, and then has to use his imagination to get his own
concrete pictures. For example, Shen Fu uses only a small paragraph with
some idiomatic expressions to describe Chen Yun's appearance:

Of a slender figure, she had drooping shoulders and a rather long
152 The translations of all the idioms in this research are based on The Contemporary Chinese Dictionary,
Chinese-English edition, Beijing: Foreign Language Teaching and Research Press, 2002.
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neck, slim but not to the point of being skinny. Her eyebrows were arched
and in her eyes there was a look of quick intelligence and soft refinement.
The only defect was that her two front teeth were slightly inclined forward,
which was not a mark of good omen. There was an air of tenderness
about her which completely fascinated me. 153
"Dropped shoulders and long neck RU~-&~~," "slim but not skinny

fiiif,"
fettle

m/f

"ached brows and beautiful eyes J§~ §=*," "looking around with fine
i~§)}1$~,"

tenderness

"two teeth slightly inclined forward

~M~Z~"

~@rv&fi"

and "air of

are in fact the total twenty-four characters in the whole

memoir regarding Chen Yun's look. Having dropped shoulders and a long neck
in a woman are not considered defects or ugly but rather in accord with the
ancient Chinese standards for beauties. In Song of the Goddess of Luo River
5&~$~

by Cao Zhi

Wlf'i

(192-232), the goddess was described as having

"well-cut dropped shoulders

~~RUm<,,"

and "long and beautiful neck

:g~~=*

JJ=[." As for arched brows and beautiful eyes, they are considered the features
of a beauty since The Book of Poems. In the "Songs of Wei," A beauty in Wei
Kingdom had "long and white neck
curved brows

~*§~fU§ ,"

~~"5<O~@~"

and "squared forehead and

with "nice smiles fascinating and beautiful eyes

looking around JJ*{j'I;V5- ' ~ § g)}~." The Wei beauty had also very neat teeth
(@r"5<O~JU.W)

that Chen Yun did not have so Shen Fu did not claim that she was a

true beauty but confessed that she had an air of tenderness with her that made
him keep thinking of her. By reading these descriptions, the reader can only
have some basic impressions of Chen Yun as a slender and lovely woman,
because these words are not specific but general, particularly the idiom "gu
153
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pan shen fei

.i~§)H$~"

that does not provide any concrete information about

Chen Yun but can be used to describe any man or woman. However, put it
together, the reader can imagine his own "Chen Yun" according to his own
standard about the length of the neck, how arch the brows are considered
beautiful, what shape her eyes have, and what kind of "tender air" about a
woman can fascinate a man. Lin Yutang obviously had no problem of making
his image of Chen Yun and thought that she was the "loveliest" woman in
Chinese history (since she was a real person) and literature. He went even
further to imagine the delight of being her friend, and going to the British
Museum with her and seeing the medieval illuminated manuscripts if she were
living in England. 154 The image of Chen Yun even becomes an icon-like figure
in the beginning of the twentieth-century that Feng Zikai, one of the famous
writers and artists in modern China, was said to have a grandmother that had a
strong resemblance to Chen Yun in her ethereal appearance 155 .
(2) Allusions
In Shen Fu's work, the use of allusions such as quotations from the
famous poems, or from the stories in historical or literary works has the same
effect as the use of idioms. In Chapter One Shen Fu quoted Su Shi for
clarifying his intention to write the memoir: "Life is like a spring dream which
vanishes without a trace ~"5cDtf~7~*," therefore in order to express the
gratitude to gods for the favor he received in his life, he wanted to put his life
154
155
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on record. The title of his memoir came from Li Bai's poem: "Fusheng ruo
meng, wei huan ji he

;¥3:.-:g:~

, 1Ml):~fPJ" in which the Tang poet asked: "Our

floating life is like a dream; how often can one enjoy oneself?" The other poets
Shen Fu quoted including Yuan Shen

71J!1t

(779-831) and Bai Juyi B,@~

(772-846). Shen Fu told Chen Yun in her deathbed that he would never
remarry if she dies, because "It is difficult to be water for one who has seen the
great seas, and difficult to be clouds for one who has seen the Yangtze Gorges
~~~)~)i~J~tE~Jj( , ~*BP~ELlff~~,"156 which is written by Yuan Zhen in the

memory of his deceased wife. After Chen Yun passed away, Shen Fu mourned
in his greatest pain and said: "My anguish will never have an end
~~~t~!"

~~~~Ll:U~

,

that is a shortened use of "heaven and the earth might come to an

end, this painful regret would linger forever 7(-&fili~ ~S8~
written by Bai Juyi in his Chang Hen Ge

-&-r~~

, LlH~~~~~;Wi~@Wl"

, The Song of Everlasting

Sorrow. Since both the original poems demonstrated strong feelings and the
sorrow caused by death of one's loved one, the allusions Shen Fu used are
adequate, powerful, and can emphasize his feelings expressed in these
pages.
Many allusions can be found in the conversations Shen Fu and his wife
or friends made. They simply demonstrate the speaker's wit and training in
literature, and made the conversation with more savor and fun. For instance, in
Chapter One, when Shen Fu is making fun of Chen Yun for her fondness of
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eating preserved "stinking bean-curd

~$LIiWJ"

and pickled cucumbers, he used

the allusion of the beetle works in dunghills in order to change into cicada and
fly high, and asked her if a beetle she is for loving these stinking food. Chen
Yun is witty enough that she not only made an excuse for her eating habits, but
also let him to know that she is happy to be able to live in his family, just like a
poor beetle changed into a high-flying cicada: "Now I am married into your
home, like a beetle that has been transformed into a cicada, but I am still
eating it because one should not forget old friends
6i!!i~ttZ:fl

4" ~B* '

E;5tD~jU~~1c~

,

' ::fS:t:tB.,,157 She also convinced him that he would know the

nice taste instantly, if he could ignore the smell and eat the pickles. For the
stinking food, just like Wu Van, an ugly but virtuous woman of the Qi Kingdom
in the Warring States Period (B.C.475-B.C.221), her virtues can only be
understood if one ignores her ugly appearance. Finally Shen Fu ate the pickles
and fell in love of the stinking food himself.
The using of allusions also functions as a tactful way to avoid words that
are embarrassing or that the speaker does not want to say for certain reasons.
For example, when Shen Fu and Chen Yun lived in Yangzhou and were
desperately in need of money, Shen Fu said he would go to make "a call to
'jiang bo'

W~HBZ[I.p.,"

that is originally from The Book of Poems, and used as an

euphemism of "asking somebody's help in finance." The person Shen Fu had
in mind was his brother-in-law Fan Huilai. In the previous episode, Shen Fu
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went to ask the latter to pay back a sum of money he lent to Fan ten years ago,
therefore it was not a real "call to Jiangbo." However this time, he wanted to
borrow some money that he might never be able to return. He and Chen Yun
all knew how difficult and embarrassing it would be, so Chen Yun suggested
him asking his friends instead. Since his friends were all unable to take care of
him this time so he went and got the money, after waiting for three days
outside of Fan's office. 158
In the episode that they had to leave Suzhou and live with the family Hua,
Chen Yun was embarrassed by the women and children of Mrs. Hua's
neighborhood, who rushed into their house curiously in order to see the city
couple who was driven away by their parents. However, Chen Yun quoted
Taohuayuan ji

tI~:rt:)JJj(gi~

by Tao Qian, said with a tone of self-mocking that she

felt like the fisherman who came to the paradise-like place Taohuayuan, the
Peach-blossom Spring by accident. Mrs. Hua, replied that her neighbors were
ignorant country people that were "easily taken by surprise

:Y'pJT5!ffi} ~PJTt¥:"

that is a phrase came from 8aopuzi tBIt~T by the Taoist Ge Hong (284-363?)
in the Jin Dynasty. By saying that, Mrs. Hua made her apology and at the same
time matched the literary expression of Chen Yun in a modest way.
In the late part of Chapter One, when Chen Yun met Hanyuan and
secretly arranged an appointment with her in order to get her as a concubine
for Shen Fu, Shen Fu was shocked and doubted the possibility by saying that
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he was a poor scholar "qiong cuoda

~m*"

and could not afford a girl that

should be kept in a house made of pure gold
word used by Wang Dingbao

.:E5Ei* in Wu

~~~TL.

"Qiong cuoda" is a

Day period (907-960), and 'Yin wu

cang jiao ~~~tII" is a story of the Han emperor Wu Di when he was a child,

who wanted to build a house of gold to keep his future empress Chen Ajiao. As
Chen Yun insisted to make the arrangement, Shen Fu used another allusion to
make fun of her: "Are you going to enact the comedy Lianhsiangpan of Li
Liweng right in our home g~PM~5<')(:rr~L<'t~~if >Jf~?"159 Lixiangban is a drama
written by Li Yu that has a theme of friendship and physical attraction between
females. Mrs. Cui, in love with Miss Cao and wanted to live together with her,
managed to pursue Cao becoming the concubine of her husband. Chen Yun
ignored the questions of Shen Fu but told him she and Hanyuan would
become sworn sisters first, for this reason Shen Fu had better to "prepare a
sacrificial offering for the occasion

ifflttlj'::j;J1~."

"Sheng/aD ttlj'::" was used as

early as in The Book of Poems to mean animals offered as sacrifice to gods,
normally including a cow, a goat, and a pig. Chen Yun was obviously joking by
using this word because it was impossible to offer "Sheng lao" in the occasion
of making a prostitute one's sworn sister. Hanyuan, as the other participate in
the episode, used also allusions to express her gratitude to Chen Yun by
saying "I should feel greatly honoured if I could come to your home (it's really
like a humble grass getting the chance to be attached to a gorgeous tree)

159
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~:K

AtEl5¥ '

~~~{~3S:fEHft."160 "Penghao yi yushu ~~{~3S:fM" is the same as

"jianjia yi yushu *~l{~3S:fE;f," an allusion from A New Account of Tales of the
World tlt~)tffJT§fi of Liu Yiqing ~U~m: (403-444). By saying so, Hanyuan had
not only demonstrated her knowledge in literary works, but also acknowledged
her inferiority to Chen Yun in their social and family status.
In all, allusions can create gaps caused by the meaning between the
lines, or things unsaid behind what has been said, thus invite "the reader's
actively participating in decoding the allusion according to his or her
intertextual reading experience," as Li Zeng pointed out, because "a true
appreciation of an allusion happens when the reader simultaneously activates
two or more texts in the new context,"161 i.e., in the reading of Fusheng Iiu ji.
(3) Dui'ou
The using of rhetorical technique dui'ou can also produce language gaps.
Dui'ou or the making of poetry-like phrases and sentences that often matched
in sense and sound is a common feature in the literary works of Shen Fu's time,
and Fusheng Iiu ji is no exception. As a unique feature of Chinese language,
dui'ou is already used in ancient canons such as The Book of Change 5J~~ in
about three thousand years ago. To give a simple idea, dui'ou means basically
two words, or phrases, or sentences matched as a pair, in both of the forms
and contents. For example, tian

7C (sky) can be the match of ditfu (earth),

because both are natural objects; yueming j=J 8)j (moon is bright) can be the
160
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match of fengqing

@.)~

(wind is fresh), because both are natural

phenomenon and have the same grammatical structure. Similarly, Oajiang nan
bei *)Ii¥jjt (south and north of the Yangtze River) can be the match of
Changcheng nei wai -&±J£I*J:9~ (inside and outside of the Great Wall), and so

on. Strictly speaking, the rise and fall of the tone of each character should also
follow certain patterns, similar to the way applied to Lu verse

1.f~.

Dui'ou can

be used to compose a poem, or a paragraph, or even the whole article as in its
heyday, the Six Dynasties

7\~Jl

(229-589). In Ming and Qing time, dui'ou

became the basic training of the scholars in order to pass the Imperial
Examinations, because the test form The Eight Legged Essays (Baguwen )\
§~X:)

is fundamentally built up on the composing of dui'ou sentences. As a well

developed technique, it can be seen in both prose and poetry, and also in
everyday life such as the writing of duilian

;t~~t

(antithetical couplets) used to

decorate rooms or buildings. People who have literary trainings often "dui duizi

;t;ty"

as a game in which one person makes the first part of the couplets,

and others have to find it's best match.
To view dui'ou from the perspective of Iser's Gap theory, it can be seen
that dui'ou creates more empty spaces between words, phrases and
sentences. The symmetry between the couplets, the often profound meanings
expressed in the well balanced compact forms, and the modulation in tone
while reading aloud, all help to bring to the text its shifting images that
producing conciseness and poetic quality. The part that describing the moment
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Shen Fu and his wife enjoying the full moon at the Canglang Pavilion can be
an example of the use of dui'ou and its effect:

After a while, the moon had already arisen from behind the forest,
and the breeze was playing about our sleeves, while the moon's image
sparkled in the rippling water, and all worldly cares were banished from
our breasts. 162
There are several pairs of the words that matched in both forms and
meanings in this short paragraph. Wind (feng !@.) vs. moon (yue j=j), come to
(sheng 3:=.) vs. arrive (dao ¥U), the end of the sleeve (xiu di M!~) vs. the heart
of the wave (bo xin 5EEiL.\), mundane worries (su

/{j

{Blll) vs. secular cares

(chen huai Jm'I:m) , gradually feel (jian jue 5iffjl;) vs. suddenly disappear (dun
shi

~~~~),

and so on. The well matched pairs of words helped to depict the

tranquil scenery and the humble human beings purified by the beauty of nature.
If the lines quoted are reading aloud, the well chosen characters make a
musical cadence with the rise and fall of the tones as marked below (risen
tones marked with",/ ," fallen tones with" \.. ;" pauses between words marked
with "/"):
Shao y(\..)/yen

~(,/),

E( \.. )/shang ...t( \.. )/Iin

~*(,/)

yi

~(\")/Iun

fffH('/)/ming B)j(,/) yue j=j(\..)/yi

shao ft3(,/) , jian 5iff( \.. )/jue jI;(,/ )/feng !@.

(,/ )/sheng 3:=.(,/ )/xiu M!(\..) di ~(\..) , yue j=j (\.. )/dao ¥U(\.. )/bo 5EE('/) xin

,L.\('/) , su {B( \..) lll( \.. )/chen Jm(,/) huai 'I:m('/) , shuang

162
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~(\.. )ran ?~

(/' )/dun

'B~( '\. )/shi ~('\.)

a

In this passage Shen Fu did not mention many details about what they
saw, apart from the moon and the water, as they were sitting on the ground of
the Canglang Pavilion that situated at the top of a hill in a garden. As they went
on the day of the Mid-Autumn Festival, or the Moon Festival in end of
September or beginning of October, they would see the largest and brightest
moon of the year. They would also have moon-cakes and drinks with them. In
reading this passage, one wonders why nobody was inside of that garden
excepting Shen Fu and his group. What social status his family had in order to
stop other people from coming into the garden at the same night? What were
Shen Fu's parents and other family members doing? Why Shen Fu could be
spared since it's a family festival? Since the garden is in the middle of the city,
did they hear the local people celebrating the night by carrying out the custom
of "zou yueliang

!EN ~,"

or "walking under the moonshine"? In addition to

these questions, the reader can also wonder what kind of "mundane worries
and secular cares" Shen Fu had in his mind that haunted him till the moment
he saw the bright moon. If nature would comfort and heal him like that, then
what kind of people he was? These might be the questions the reader will ask
regarding the empty places caused by the poetic form of language Shen Fu
used here.
With some rough ideas of how dui'ou actually practiced in Shen Fu's work,
we can look another piece of Fusheng liu ji that mixed the use of dui'ou with
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idioms and allusions in order to see the implicit spaces between the words
created by using these language forms:

These friends came and went as they pleased, like the swallows by
the eaves. YOn would take off her hairpin and sell it for wine without a
second's thought, for she would not let a beautiful day pass without
company. To-day these friends are scattered to the four corners of the
earth like clouds dispersed by a storm, and the woman I loved is dead,
like broken jade and buried incense. How sad indeed to look back upon
these things!163
Many idioms used here are also allusions, and some with words
matched as pairs in form and contents, since they come from poetry or prose
of famous writers in the previous dynasties. For instance, "bu dong sheng se
/f'!}]~1!t."

is from a prose of Ouyang Xiu, "fiangchen meijing

a poem of Xie Lingyun
Su Wu
3:.~

~JB::

~jii}i

E:1:J&~~"

is from

(385-433), "tian ge yi fang

72.1!r-)=j" is from

J®.)Jft*~5<:"

is from Wang Can

(B.C.140-B.C.60), "feng liu yun san

(177-217), and "bu kan huishou

/f't~@]§"

is from Dai Shulun

~UR{1ffi

(732-789). The technique of dui'ou is used in "come and go as wish" (zi qu zi
fai §:t;: § *), "take off hairpins and sale them for wine" (ba chai gu jiu 1J;t~JZ)6

)@), "wonderful moments and beautiful scenes" (liangchen meijing E:1:J&~~,

"wind blows and clouds vanishes" (feng liu yun san

J®.)Jft*~5<:),

and "(beautiful

women died) like jade broken and incense buried" (yu sui xiang mai

tJE).

163
164
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~W~

The words carefully chosen in the quoted short passage produce three
layers of meaning. These different layers are in fact different themes shifting
from one to another, and bring along with them the empty spaces in between.
Firstly, Shen Fu used "zi qu zi fai

E3

'* E3 *"

to picture the freedom and

fondness his friends enjoyed in his house. They came to paint or share their
poems, drink wine or tea and eat delicacies prepared by Yun at no invitations,
and they went as they like without having to say goodbyes. Shen Fu recorded
about thirteen persons in this chapter, who were painters or people who loved
poetry. However, Shen Fu did not mention how he knew them and what social
network they shared. The reader may wonder what roles these people played
in their family and society, since they were only interested in literature and arts
when they were in Shen Fu's place. If they come to and go from Shen Fu's
house freely, can Shen Fu do the same in their homes? Did they come with
their wives? Why not? Did they talk freely to Chen Yun, as the guests of the
modern family nowadays talk to the hostess? Did Shen Fu ever go to visit
them accompanied by Chen Yun? These are some questions created by the
concise form and short phrases used in this passage. Thanks to the "gaps"
here, multiple meanings or possibilities of reading could be possible.
Secondly Shen Fu recalled the role Chen Yun played as a hostess, who
provided everything their friends needed, even under the circumstance of
living in a friend's house and being short of money constantly. When money
was needed urgently for food and beverage for the guests, she would
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heroically sell her jewelries instead of complaining or seeking help from her
husband, who could not assist anyway. The reader wonders how Yun
managed to be "bu dong sheng se", "not turn a hair" as she had not many
jewels obviously. What kind of "wonderful moments and beautiful scenes" she
"could not let go lightly" even to the extent of exchanging her jewels for wine?
Did her in-laws know about it? What would they say if they were informed?
Was it a behavior out of vanity for keeping her guests satisfied and gaining
"face" for her husband, or an act out of love for artistic way of living? The
reader must get the answers and bridge the gaps by himself.
Thirdly, Shen Fu was back to the present and lamented the
heartbreaking contrast between past happiness and cruel reality. His friends
were gone and his loved woman was dead. The contrast is too strong that
indeed "bu kan hui shau," unbearable to recall. We know that Shen Fu's best
friend Gu Honggan died at twenty-two years old. When Shen Fu looked back
and wrote these lines, his wife, his father and son were all passed away and
his friends, scattered to places he did not know or could not go to meet.
However, by contemplating the brutal contrast Shen Fu depicted here, the
reader may realize something that Shen Fu hid between the lines: his deep
admiration for his wife. Chen Yun was absolutely correct of not letting nice
instants in life go lightly, and what she did had been justified by the time. In all,
it was her traits and deeds that made the "floating life" of an ordinary man
worth of remembering.
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As the above detailed analysis manifested, to view the constant use of
idioms, allusions, and the technique of dui'ou by Shen Fu from the perspective
of Iser can lead to a new understanding of Fusheng Iiu ji. The use of idioms,
allusions, and the technique of dui'ou can provide a more layered background
for the reading because it provides the different angles and references for the
reader, with the very etherealized and poetry-like characteristics. Together they
function in producing elements of the indeterminacy, hence the different
interpretations of the literary work. It is the reader's task to give meaning to the
words and read between the lines according to his own knowledge and
familiarity with the idioms and allusions Shen Fu used, with the sound and
images carefully chosen by the writer. When certain words are chosen for the
reason of matching the sound and meaning of a pair of words, the shift
between pictures are created, as well as the vacancies in between. In his gap
theory Iser uses poetry to explain vacancies or gaps produced by the shift of
themes. He states that in a poem, when one stanza finishes and another
stanza begins, the space is produced because of the shift of themes:
The basic idea of theme and horizon can be strikingly illuminated by
poems, where the reading of the second stanza occurs against the
background or horizon of the first and is conditioned by it. The empty
space between stanza 1 and stanza 2 is an invitation to link both together,
and thus the reading of stanza 2 is indisputably shaped by what has
been read before. 165
As a reader, our reading is not a "smooth continuing process," but a
"dynamic process of recreation," as Iser calls it. The heavy use of idioms,
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allusions and dui'ou in Fusheng liu ji forced us to go through a series of
activities: "we look forward, we look back, we decide, we change our decisions,
we form expectations, we are shocked by their nonfulfillment, we question, we
muse, we accept, we reject;" this is indeed "the dynamic process of
recreation.,,166

2) Gaps caused by changing of the usage
Gaps "caused by changing of the usage" are relatively less than the gaps
caused by language forms. The reason is that Shen Fu lived in the end of
eighteenth-century and the beginning of the nineteenth-century, which as
Chen Yinque pointed out, is rather close to the present time 167 , so the basic
characteristics of the language Shen Fu used was not so different comparing
to the written language today. However, the current dissertation maintains that
changes in vocabulary related to the changes of custom, social system and
economical life can also cause gaps faced by the reader of Fusheng liu ji.
These changes can be summarized as the following types: the change of the
connotations of words, such as commendatory terms and derogatory terms,
the change time words and terms of address, and the name of certain things
that is time specific. These changes are in fact results of changes in the social,
economic and cultural aspects.
In Chapter One Shen Fu recorded how Yun changed his dislike of
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167

Iser, Implied Reader, 288.
Chen Yinque, Yuan Bai shi qian zheng gao, 93.

119

stinking food such as preserved bean-curd and cucumber into fondness. He
used "yi wei ~[l*"168 to mean delicious food that is a commendatory usage
used in Zuo Zhuan

tr:{W and Hou Han Shu

13t~~W already.169 However, for

the nowadays reader, this word means "peculiar smell" that has connotation of
unpleasant and stinky. Another example is the word "/an jl'l!!J" that is nowadays
the equivalent of "decomposed," but Shen Fu used its old meaning of
"bright-colored" as in "/an ru tao /i

~3mtJ~*","

to describe the beautiful red leaf

he saw in the Qianshan Hil1. 17o Under such circumstances, the reader has to
understand what Shen Fu meant by related those words to other elements of
the text and eventually construct the meaning through the context.
The change of time words is interesting because the whole system of
counting time one uses now is different what people used in Shen Fu's day.
With the traditional lunar calendar

!il~

that had been in full use till the found

of the Republic China in 1911, the name of every year, the month, the day and
the hour were all counted differently than the solar calendar. For example,
Shen Fu wrote the first line of his memoir as "7'R~~~i~*~+- A

= =
+~

B" means he was born on December 26, 1793, which is the twenty-second
day of the eleventh moon in the guiwei ~* year of Emperor Qian Long (~~i
1711-1799).171 For counting the hours of the day, the traditional system
divides a day and a night into twelve hours instead of twenty-four hours, and
168
169

Shen Fu, Six Chapters, 042-043.
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:ilf:TiHc""f}:
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'1ttBU;3IoJl:t:, &:'if~ut: o· .. Hft5l~'7\::
http://hanyu.iciba.com/wiki/464069.shtml#5

uses "Iou

5,m" the water-clock and "gu

"yi lou san xia

E5,m- T,"

~2"

"Iou yi san di

the drum to report time. For instance,

5mE =;jl!fj" and

"san gu =~2" all have

the meaning of mid-night, between eleven o'clock in the evening and one
o'clock in the morning. When Shen Fu and Chen Yun were forced to leave
their home in Suzhou, they left in the time of "wu gu

1i~2"

that was about three

o'clock in the morning, and arrived the home of Mrs. Hua in Wuxi by boat at
"wu wei zhi jiao

If*2:>)('' that was about one o'clock in the afternoon the

second day.172
The more complicated change took place in the terms or titles people to
address themselves and the others. As we have to figure out from Fusheng liu

ji, to address relatives of the other part in the conversation, it's polite to use
"ling

9" before the subject in question as a way to show respect. For example,

"your father" would be "ling zun

9~;"

but if it refers to the father of another

person who is not the listener in the conversation, the more polite form is
"one's zunren

~A."

of "my" (wu.g or yu

If the speaker's parent is referred, then the simple word

*) is used to express humbleness, such as "wu fu

.gx,"

my father, or "wu rnu 1§--ffi:," my mother. The following pronouns and terms of
address are used in Shen Fu's work, but they are no longer used in the
contemporary Chinese:
Yu, pu
Qing

172

*,

g~p:

f~: I, me

You (to address a woman)

Ibid., Six Chapters, 150-153.
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JET:

Zuxia

You

Qian ~: I, me
Jun

;g: You (to address a man)

Wu fu

'8-y-:

Wu mu

my father

'8-£l

Tangshang

my mother

lltL: our parents

Ling tang ~llt: Your mother,
Yu zi #j$: my elder sister
Wu di, yu di

'8-%,

*5f~:

my younger brother

Ru di 5Y"%: your younger brother
Ru xu )y"~: your husband
Zunren ~A: one's father
Ci jun ~PJ;g: one's son
Mei qian Y51·dj1f: husband of younger sister
Gong
Qu

0: Sir, Mister

*: he, him
One episode in Chapter Three "Sorrow" was in fact caused by the

misusing of such addressing words, which unfortunately led to the breakdown
of the relation between Chen Yun and her parents-in-law. In a letter to Shen Fu,
Chen Yun addressed her mother-in-law as "ling tang", "your mother", and the
father-in-law "/aoren", "the old man" or "the old parent." Shen Fu's father read
the letter, and was so angry of Chen Yun's wrong terms of address, that he
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wrote a letter to Shen Fu for "the height of impudence

'tf§~Z tf"

of Chen Yun.

He also sent a special messenger to home with a letter that accused her crime
and ordered her dismissal with a "most drastic tone §tf)~~@." Then days later,
he sent the third note and asked Shen Fu and Chen Yun to leave their house
together. 173 What had Chen Yun had done wrong? Were "your mother" and
"the old man" the words so mistaken and unforgivable? The reader may be
surprised by the tragedy caused by the wrong terms of address and wanted to
go deep in the text for the answer. Instead of "your mother" and "the old man,"
Chen Yun should have addressed her in-laws "our mother" and "our father"
because "ling tang"

and "/ao ren"

are not proper to be used by a

daughter-in-law who is not a stranger but a member of the family. However,
Chen Yun's mistakes were not the terms of address she used, but the advice
she gave to Shen Fu related to the servant-concubine of her father-in-law.
Chen Yun helped to get that girl under the indirect request of Shen Fu's father,
in that case she lost the love of her mother-in-law; then when Shen Fu's father
became ill, Shen Fu's mother resented Chen Yun further and thought the
illness of her husband was caused by the servant girl. In order to reduce the
pressure and resentment she received from Shen Fu's mother, Chen Yun
secretly suggested Shen Fu to arrange the leaving of the servant-concubine.
Unfortunately, the letter was read by Shen Fu's father, and the fact she was
calling him "the old man" made the situation even worse. The wrong terms of

173
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address Chen Yun used became a useful excuse to punish her.
There are many words in Fusheng Iiu ji that are time and place specific.
In other words, their usage changed when certain social, economical, and
cultural backgrounds changed, therefore they became less frequently used, or
even totally disappeared. The current work does not aim to give this kind of
change a historical, social, or linguistic explanation, but only to look at them
from the point of view of the gaps they produce in reading.
Words such as "Iian gou }i$1i]" (lotus hook), "hudielu
shoes), ''jian yu

fpfJ~"

~!l\\l'iRi"

(butterfly

(sedan chair) are associated with the bound feet of

women, the shoes they wear, and the means of transportation they may use ..
Since the feet-bounding is abandoned a hundred years ago, they became
words less used or even unknown. Similar are "kao/ao
wicker basket), "wo guan

m~"

f~f-t"

(round shaped

(write with an ink brush), "bao'er

't,~51"

(brothel keeper) and "bengtou fSjZiIWi" (brothel servant), that are not used any
more in general because of the change in social life.
Words like "yiguan zhi jia ::&JaZ~(,' (family of scholar), "wen fa )1:..)1::."
(way of writing), "tang

)~"

(boiled water), "yi ji wei bian

~~~~"

(change

hairstyle of female into male's) are among those that changed meaning partly
in accordance with the change in life style and in society. They are not used
often now, or used only by their changed meanings. For instance, when Shen
Fu said that someone killed his favorite orchid flower by pouring "gun tang"
over it, he meant "boiled water" instead "boiled soup" that is the meaning of
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this word nowadays. When Chen Yun dressed up as a man in order to visit the
temple of the water god, she also changed her hairdo from a woman's bun into
a man's braid (yi ji wei bian), because the men in Qing time wear long braid,
whereas bun and braid are generally both for women now.
Some words used as allusions by Shen Fu that were probably popular in
his time, but gradually lost their charm and became obscure. For instance,
Shen Fu wanted to say "we are cousins" to a Mr. Wang, instead, he used ":efx
W.B1:f)~~~L§1:["

meaning "my father is your uncle from your mother's side"

that is dubious and rarely used even in the most literary works today. Other
examples including "Shachili )y ll~ fU" (man took other's wife by force),
"zhongkui

cp~l"

(food for the family), "renzi zhi dao

piety), "reng wei Feng Fu

{]];Rr)}~~"

ATL~"

(the way of filial

(take up once old occupation), "qiu

Chisongzi yu shiwai ;;J<:~t0TM'tltYf' (become a Taoist monk), and "tui xing
hua gu ~>t~1c'ff" (become a Taoist fairy), and so on.

The change of names of places, such as "Yongtaisha

lk*)j>"

that is

called Jiulong Town .1Ji~Ji in Qidong .8)C§ft Jiangsu )Iiif Province now is
the combined result of linguistic, geographical, and historical changes and is
often interesting for the reader. However, this dissertation does not intend to go
into details in it because it is not likely causing more difficulties than other
changes discussed above.

(3) The Cultural Gaps
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According to Kroeber and Kluckhohn in Culture: A Critical Review in
1952, there were already one hundred and sixty-four definitions of culture in
nearly sixty years ago. However, by "cultural gaps," the present dissertation
held the view of culture of Seelye in 1993, that culture referred here is not
"defined as in terms of the fine arts, geography, and history," but defined by
"the wide range of behavior exhibited by our species.,,174 In other words, in
talking about the cultural gaps, the current dissertation focuses on the
"small/little c culture" that is connected to the way of living, tradition, customs,
behavior, social conventions, and value system. The cultural gaps are caused
by the differences that the reader discerns in the above mentioned aspects in
the reading of the text. When the reader encounters such differences, he has
to think critically what those differences meant in the text and what they meant
to him.
Compared to the structural gaps and the language gaps, the cultural
gaps have the same function as to involve the reader into the conversation
with the text, and also to produce the "negations" in the reader. According to
Iser, "negation" has two types, the primary and the secondary. The first type of
negation is the negation, or doubting, of the social norms:
Norms are social regulations, and when they are transposed into the
novel they are automatically deprived of their pragmatic nature. They are
set in a new context which changes their function, insofar as they no
longer act as social regulations but as the subject of a discussion which,
more often than not, ends in a questioning rather than a confirmation of
their validity.175
174
175

H. N. Seelye, Teaching culture, 15-16.
Iser, Implied Reader, xii.
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When the reader starts to doubt the norms and social conventions that
are depicted and doubted in the literary work, it is the beginning of "primary
negation," which also leads to the doubt the reader has for him or herself, in
Iser's term, the "secondary negation," that is the discovering of his own
dispositions. When the reader is invited by the text to imagine his reaction in
the given situation, "he is bound to make the necessary adjustments
consciously, and this process must in turn make him conscious of himself, of
his own conduct, and of the customs and prejudices that condition it," which
will "lead ultimately to his uncovering and correcting the hidden reality of
himself.,,176
Iser used one of his favorite examples Joseph Andrews by Fielding to
illustrate the two "negations." When the "ideal eighteenth-century man"
Abraham Adams is judged by the reader as lacking of discernment and
"stupid," the reader is questioning the "virtues" represented by Adams and how
they function in the everyday life. At the same time, the questioning also
caused the reader to "link his discovery with his own disposition."m Is the
reader secretly the same hypocritical as the people there who judges Adams
as a "perfect fool"? Did he degrade himself to the level of the people with
worldly cleverness but lacking morality? The doubt of the social norms had led
to the discovering of oneself. These are the negations Iser stated, and they
can shed light on the cultural gaps the reader encounters in Fusheng liu ji.
176

177

Ibid 36
Iser:Act'ojReading, 214-219.
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The cultural gaps in Fusheng liu ji can be categorized into types that are
related to two time and place specific questions. The first type of gaps is
related to the question "what is good?" that is the manifestation of the value
system, norms and conventions of the society. The second type of gaps is
related to the question "how do people live their life?" that is the behavior of
people in accordance with the first type, and expressed through tradition,
customs, and the way of living. The things people in Shen Fu's time value
regarding happiness, virtue, beauty, wealth, health, relationship with gods, with
other people and with nature, and so on, are different from the people value
nowadays, and so is the way people conduct themselves in the society, such
as what to eat, what to play, how to get married, how to die, and etc. The
recent news of a young man sold his kidney for the money to buy an iPad2,178
or a girl wanted to exchange her virginity for an iPhone4 179 are some extreme
examples of how much have changed regarding "what is good" and "how do
people live their life" since Shen Fu's time.
From what Shen Fu recorded as "happiness," "charm," "joy," and
"sorrow," we can discern the things he and the people in his time value or
dislike. Among the things he valued are love and respect between husband
and wife, generosity and sincere care for friends, love for the nature, and love
for literature and art. Among the things he detested are greed and low morality
in official life, selfishness, snob and betrayal between family members and

17R
179

http://tv.video.sina.com.cnJplayIl1552I.html
http://video.sina.com.cn/vIb154513750-2137493453.html
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friends, and injustice in the society in general. From the record of Shen Fu on
his life in Xiaoshuanglou

.~fI,

we can have a glimpse of what kind of

friends he enjoyed and what kind of topics he detested, as well as the way he
and his friends entertained themselves.
In Chapter two of Fusheng liu ji, Shen Fu recorded some of the happiest
moments he spent with Chen Yun and his friends in Xiaoshuanglou, where the
couple lived after they were driven away the first time by Shen Fu's father. The
friends Shen Fu had in Xiaoshuanglou all love "generosity, free and easy ways,

characteristics, "feng/iu yunjl' or "bearing of romantic charm" and "Iuotuo bu jl'
or "acting in free and easy ways" are often used to describe very talented and
free-spirited poets such as Li Bai in the Tang Dynasty. "Kangkai haoshuang" is
a word to describe people who are kind and generous, always ready to help
people in need. As Shen Fu often had difficulties in making a living, his
generous friends such as Xia Yishan ~JiLlJ (?-?) and his brother helped him
often. "Chengjing jianmo" means quiet, but with an air of purity in heart
because "cheng

5~"

has the meaning of transparency. Shen Fu used this word

to describe another friend Shi Zhuheng ~m~(?-?) in Chapter Four and
called him a real gentleman.
When the friends were around, in order to secure the happy time together,
they forbid four topics in conversations. The taboos were: talking about
people's official promotions; gossiping about law-suits and current affairs;
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discussing the conventional eight-legged essays for the civil service
examinations; and playing cards and dice g~'§El[7H~ , 0.e~~ , J\!ffi:e~x '
~h5lf1~e.180 The first three are connected either with Shen Fu's career as a

shiye, or with the civil service examinations, while the last one is related to
gambling. It is not surprising that Shen Fu did not want to talk anything
associated with his career since he never enjoyed it; however, it is interesting
for the reader to see that the civil service examinations had no position in Shen
Fu's house, though it's a dominant force in the society and particularly in the
life of the literati.
Started in the Sui Dynasty in the beginning of the seventh-century, the
Imperial Examinations or the civil service examinations "were the primary
means of recruitment onto the bureaucracy,,181 in Ming and Qing time, and
was of the priority in the life of commoners who sought positions in the
government of all levels. However, since the sixteenth-century, accompanied
by the economic, educational development and the spreading of the
commercial printing business, in the lower region of the Yangtze River, literati
encountered an intensifying competition among exam sitters, as the result of
more people became literates. Some researchers believed that among the
three million populations in the Qing time, many were able to read and even
write, since "there were enough private and charitable schools by the late
Ch'ing to teach basic literacy to between one-third and one-half the males of

180
181

Shen Fu, Six Chapters, 110-113.
Evelyn S. Rawski, "Economic and Social Foundations," 3.
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school age."182 As a result, the competition for the civil service examinations
became very fierce and unbearable. Moreover, as Stephen Roddy pointed out,
the result of the Imperial Examinations is often "unreliable, especially when
government is in the hands of corrupt elements.,,183 The unsuccessful exam
sitters, represented by Fan Jin in "Fan Jin Passed the Imperial Examinations
rl2~cp~"

written by Wu Jinzi

*~t$

(1701-1754), became the target of

social satire and victim of the examination system. Fan Jin, an unlucky sitter of
the civil service examinations in his fifties, went insane in hearing the news that
he succeeded in the examination after many years of failures.
On the one hand the examinations became more and more difficult to
succeed in, hence the more scarce opportunities of becoming members of the
ruling society; on the other hand, there was the danger in politics and other
dark sides within bureaucracy. The Qing rulers such as Emperor Qianlong
were notorious for carrying out "literary inquisition" (wenzi yu X:*jM) , or the
official persecution of scholars and their family members for their suspected
anti-Qing actions in their writings. According to Wong, there were fifty-three
cases of literary persecution during Qianlong's reign (1736-1796).184 In one
such inquisition called "the Case of the History of Ming

8Jl~'1lt'

alone, more

than seventy people were killed. Frustrated, the young literati turned away
"from the orthodox career route to contemplate purposeful activity in other

182
183
184

Wang Lan-yin, "Ming-tai chih she-hsueh," 24-41; 81-95; 183-193.
Stephen Roddy, Literati Identity, 273.
Kam C.Wong, "Behavior ofQing Law," 327-374.
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realm" including literature and art. 185
As Shen Fu had never succeed even in the first stage of the civil service
examinations, he could not be identified as a "scholar," or a "frustrated cultural
man

)l(~:XA."

By following the suit of his father, he became a shiye, a low

rank official secretary when he was twenty-five years old. His friends were
mostly men like him, who was trained for the civil service examinations but
probably never took or never pass them; therefore they can be described more
accurately as "lower rank literati." However, he and his friends shared their
dislike of the civil service examinations, particularly the rigid form of the eight
legged essays; therefore they decided not to talk any topics associated with
the exam and its direct result of becoming government officials. In rejecting
these topics, they wanted to assure their time together to be spent on
something with more charm and fun, such as painting, or the composing of
poetry. Among the thirteen persons mentioned in this part of the memoir, three
are painters with whom Shen Fu learned painting. Shen Fu did not mention if
the owner of Xiaoshuanglou, Lu Banfang was among the friends that came to
and went from their place freely, but Lu was also a painter. They could spend
the whole day discussing poetry and painting, or carving seals. If they sold any
of their art works, they would share the money for the food and drink.
The way that Shen Fu and his friends entertained themselves is perhaps
strange in the point of view of the reader of our time, because its form is

18;

Evelyn S. Rawski, "Economic and Social Foundations," 13.
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ironically examination-like. Shen Fu and his friends made the composing of
poetry as a game, and took the form of the Imperial Examinations with
someone who performed the role as the examiners and the rest acted as the
sitter. The sitters must complete part of the couplets of a poem, under certain
requirements and also within the time limit of the burning of an incense stick.
The "examiner" picked up the best lines, whose author then became the next
"examiner" as reward. The loser had to pay some coins for the meal and rice
wine they shared. The game could last whole day and at the end of the day
they had enough money to enjoy a nice eating and drinking together, plus the
admirable skill of the gifted chef, Chen Yun, who was good at making any
ordinary food a delicacy. The participants did not have to take a real exam, but
since they were more or less trained to take the Imperial Examinations, their
familiarity with the rules and their ability to compose poetry made them
competent in the game and made the game exciting. It was also the time when
Chen Yun heroically sold her jewelry for exchanging the food and drink for her
guests. As a woman, although Chen Yun loved poetry and was quite talented
according to Shen Fu, she was excluded from the real exam and other
nondomestic worlds in her time. However, she was included in the game by
Shen Fu and his friends, with a privilege that her compositions were not to be
criticized and she was exempt from fine in order to avoid the embarrassment in
her as well as in the "examiners." Therefore it's quite natural that she not only
participated in the games enthusiastically, but also tried her utmost to keep the
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happy time lasting a little longer.
There is considerable indeterminacy between the taboo of conversation
on the topics of civil service examinations and the excitement and fun Shen Fu
and his friends sensed when they played the game of exams. What are their
true feelings towards the examinations? What can they do with their literary
skills in composing poems and writing fine prose if not the so called
eight-legged essays? Are their contradicted attitudes the reflection of their
deep disappointment and lament of the failure of becoming part of the elite
ruling class? These questions can be triggered by the gaps here and further
explored by the reader of Fusheng liu ji.
The relations Shen Fu had with Shen Fu's father and his younger brother
Shen Qitang, left many gaps in the text and are worth exploring for the
understanding of the family relationships in Shen Fu's time.
Family relationships are one of the central concerns of the Confucianism,
and the basic Confucian doctrines such as "Three Bonds and Five
Relationships" are based on the family ethics. Three Bonds are the "Ruler over
minister ;g1&E2~, father over son X1&T~1WJ and husband over wife x1&~
~."

Five Relationships are five norms or requirements for the persons involved

in a family: the father must be just

x~,

the mother must be affectionate

£l~,

the elder brother must be friendly 5LR, the younger must be being respectful,
and the son must be obedient and filial. Being a patriarchy society for
thousands years, the father is the most powerful person in family and is
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responsible for the well being of all his children. To be "just" is the appropriate
way of being a father, and on the side of the subjects, the son, must be
obedient in any circumstances.
Shen Fu was adopted under his father's decision, by his uncle Shen
Sucun, the elder cousin of his father, who did not have children and died young.
It is a misery why Shen Fu's father decided to give up his first son to his dead
cousin, and it's also not clear whether Shen Fu had ever seen his uncle or
lived with him. Shen Fu only mentioned that he had the obligation to visit his
adopted father's tomb every spring time. His uncle never left any money to him,
as he later mentioned it as a sheer fact. If we compare the way Shen Fu, his
elder sister, and his younger brother were treated on their wedding days, it's
very clear that Shen Fu was never treated seriously in the family.
Shen Fu recorded three weddings in Fusheng liu ji, and the first two were
twisted together oddly. In Chapter One Shen Fu said he married Yun three
month after his seventeen years birthday, and only two days before the day
that his elder sister got married. She was supposed to have her leaving home
banquet one day before her wedding, however, because that day happened to
be a "national mourning day," and no music or entertaining was allowed, so
she got the banquet right after Shen Fu's wedding. Moreover, according to
Shen Fu, after he and Yun finished their drink of the symbolic twin cups of wine
'jiaobeijiu

xtf;i1-B" between the bride and the groom, for the next three days

they were all summoned for the service of his elder sister: he had to act as a
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modern "brides man" for his sister, meanwhile his own bride or his new wife
Yun, had to accompany the female guests or relatives of the family she had
barely married into. The newly weds were kept so busy, that the first night they
spend together was the third night after their wedding ceremony.
It's odd enough that a family should have two children to be married at
such a close schedule, and with the daughter's wedding much more
celebrated than the son's, regarding the male-patriarchy structural of the
society in the Qing time. The reason of such different weddings for two children
of the same family can be discovered by comparing two brides and two
grooms. Yun's father died when she was four years old, and Yun had to
support her mother and younger brother by her needle work since very young.
The man she married, Shen Fu, was adopted by someone dead long ago and
left nothing for him to live an independent live. The other bride, Shen Fu's elder
sister, being the eldest daughter of a "scholar's family," married to someone
worked in the local government in Jingjiang

tr~)I,

as a accountant in the Salt

Bureau, which controlled the salt business, was one of the most profitable and
important institutions in Qing time.
Shen Fu's wedding is even shabbier and weightless if is compared to the
wedding of his younger brother, Shen Qitang. Shen Fu did not mention
whether his family paid money or gifts according to the custom as gestures of
welcoming Yun. As Yun's family was poor, to be married into Shen Fu's family
was already an honor for her family. However, on Shen Qitang's wedding day,
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his wife-to-be asked some extra pearls before she agreed to board the
sedan-chair and leave her parents' home. It was Yun who provided her own
pearls and helped her mother-in-law to solve the problem. The whole family of
Shen Fu also had to move away from the house near Canglang Pavilion to a
place called "Cangmixiang ~*:§," in order to provide Shen Qitang and his
wife a larger place. Shen Fu never mentioned the name and the appearance of
his sister-in-law, but he revealed that she was a granddaughter of the famous
Qing calligrapher Wang Xuzhou .:E~ff (1668-1743), who was also a
high-rank officer in the court of the Emperor Kangxi ~~~ (1654-1722). The
reader can discern that this time, it was not the bride, but the groom's family
honored by making the bond of marriage, although by that time Wang Xuzhou
had passed away some forty years before.
Although Shen Fu never accuses his father, Shen Jiafu, of being unjust in
his very different ways treating his two sons, the reader can sense it from many
things left unsaid. As a man who was very found of adopting children,186 Shen
Jiafu could "spend money like dirt j:$:ili:3tD~±''' for his twenty-six adopted
children, but when his elder son had no money to buy medicine for his
daughter-in-law, or winter clothes for his grandchildren, he did not show any
care. In the episode of Chen Yun's misusing of the terms of address in Chapter
Three, the selfishness and the hypocrisy of Shen Jiafu are really shocking, no
matter they are judged by the Confucian standard of an appropriate father, or
186 It is a way more to the necessary of building social connections rather than the act of charity, because the
children to be adopted are not necessarily orphans but have their own parents.
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by the criteria of a "gentleman" (junzi :G-T), namely, possesses the noble
quality of "benevolence" (ren
"wisdom" (zhi

~),

C), "righteousness"

(yi ~), "rites" (Ii

11),

and "trustworthyness" (xin {g)." Shen Jiafu did not talk to

his wife or his son that he wanted to have a concubine; instead, he told his
colleague he needed a servant girl, knowing that the latter would pass the
word to Shen Fu, who had to find a servant girl for his father as a way to be
filial. When he ordered Shen Fu and Chen Yun to "roll away" the second time,
he accused them of being a disgrace to the family by being involved with some
low-down people, such as Hanyuan, a prostitute, or some money-loaner. Shen
Jiafu also declared that he could put Shen Fu to death, but he could not bear to
do it. Therefore although Shen Jiafu knew that Shen Fu had no places to go
and Yun had been ill for years, nevertheless he drove them away by the threat
that if they did not disappear within three days, he would report to the
government and have them prosecuted for their "filial impiety

-rq:~,"

which in

Qing time is a serious crime a son can commit to his parents. 187 Under the
pressure of time, the couple had to give away their fourteen years old daughter
to a cousin as a "child daughter-in-law," that was often the equivalent of a
young servant or slave. Their little son was left behind in his grandparents'
house. Soon he started his apprentice life at the age of twelve, and died six
years later.
Being treated by their father so cruelly, Shen Fu and Chen Yun had no
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way to protest or even explain, because Shen Jiafu had the power that was
bestowed to him by the society and the social convention. As a father, the ruler
of the family, Shen Jiafu can abuse the power by being unjust (bu yi ::f~),
whereas as a son, the subject and dependent, Shen Fu can not be disobedient
or unfilial (bu xiao ::f¥). Indeed, Shen Fu never said anything to blame his
father for causing him all the misfortunes. Moreover, when Shen Jiafu died,
Shen Fu blamed himself for his deep sin of unfilial to his father, because Shen
Fu "was never able to minister to his (Shen Jiafu's) pleasure while he was alive,
nor able to serve him at his death-bed."188
Compared to the direct conflicts Shen Fu had with his father, the conflicts
with his younger brother were very implicit. Many had been kept unsaid by
Shen Fu. For example, was it Shen Qitang, who killed the orchid flower
secretly by pouring boiled water over it because he could not have a share of it?
Why he did not tell Shen Fu that their father was very ill and going to die? Why
did he sell the family house after Shen Jiafu died? What allowed him to act this
way without being punished? The answers to these questions are unsaid by
Shen Fu, but are speaking loudly in the text, between the lines.

In sum, the above investigating and analyzing of the structural, language
and the cultural gaps in Fusheng liu ji demonstrates some distinctive
characteristics of this very concise literary work, that is the profound
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indeterminacy exemplified by the afore-mentioned three types of gaps, which
invite constantly the participating of the reader, in discovering the things unsaid,
and in constructing the meaning of the work. Just as Iser elucidated, "these
gaps give the reader a chance to build his own bridges, relating the different
aspects of the object which have thus far been revealed to him.,,189
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CHAPTER IV

LITERATI IDENTITY OF SHEN FU AND CHEN YUN: APPLICATION OF

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF REALITY THEORY

Shen Fu claimed at the beginning of Fusheng liu jithat he was born to a
"scholar's family

1RJa2*." Such a description usually is given to a family that

produced in its history some scholars or officials, such as some one who
passed the provincial and national levels of the civil service examinations.
However, Shen Fu did not mention any his ancestors who owned official
positions or was successful in any levels of the civil service examinations. In
Chapter Three of Fusheng liu ji, Shen Fu's father also used this phrase to
blame Shen Fu for involving himself in a loan trouble. "We belong to a
scholars' family; how could we fail to repay a loan from such common
people?,,19o By common people, he meant a businessman from Shanxi LlJjZ§.
Although Shen Fu's father made his living as a shiye, a man who served as a
private secretary or assistant of an official or his clerks, still he believed that his
social status was higher than a businessman because he was more a literati
than the latter was. Shen Fu, also a shiye in most time of his life, seemed had
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taken for granted that he was a member of literati, no matter how he really felt
about his career.
Shen Fu not only believed that he belonged to the literati group, but also
lived as a literatus. In Fusheng liu ji, he depicted his everyday life as a literatus,
including his language of a literatus, his feelings of happiness, fun, sorrow and
joy as a literatus, and his philosophical, moral, and artistic values of a literatus.
However, since he officially started to learn the career of shiye at the age of
eighteen, he probably had never succeeded in any civil service examinations,
and was therefore at the margin of the literati group, as a lower rank literatus if
we may say so. His wife Chen Yun, taught herself to read and write, also
enjoyed what Shen Fu enjoyed as a member of literati, had been all her life the
best company and supporter of Shen Fu in his endeavor to carry out his
literatus' way of living. According to Shen Fu, he and his wife often compose
poems while enjoying the moonshine, or drinking wine in the company of
flowers and friends. They make flower arrangements or bonsai at home. They
paint pictures or discussed poetry with friends. They visit lakes and gardens
together. They have unique literary and artistic opinions and discuss about
them tirelessly when they are alone. One wonders how Shen Fu and Chen Yun
see themselves and how they appear in the eyes of their family members. The
present study will explore the identities of Shen Fu and Chen Yun from the
perspectives of the social construction of reality theory of Berger and
Luckmann. The author of this dissertation maintains that the self-identity of
142

Shen Fu and Chen Yun are socially constructed; however, the individual's
choice and determination also play an important role in the reinforcing and the
maintaining of their self-identities and allow them to perform accordingly in
their daily practice, and moreover, express their identities in Fusheng liu ji, a
literary work that fulfilled the need to "make-believe," a human need, as Iser
told us, "even when it is known to be what it is."191 This study focuses on Shen
Fu's self identity as a literatus, a "man of culture" first, then followed by the
discussion of Chen Yun's self-identity as a female literatus in the middle of the
Qing Dynasty. The social construction of reality theory will shed light on the
questions of how Shen Fu and Chen Yun attained the self-identity of literati,
and what it means to them to be a member of literati.

1. Shen Fu's Self Identity as a Literatus
Both "scholar" and "Iiteratus," are often used to translate the Chinese
word "wenren

XA," "man of culture" literally. "Wenren" is a very vague word

and hard to find an equivalent in English. As the opposite of "wushi

ft\:±," the

military man, it has the origin of "shi ±," a social stratum intelligentsia in the
ancient dynasties, that is lower than the aristocrats but higher than the
commoners. Well educated and usually possessing some special skills, a "shi"
serves the aristocrats or sometimes the kings, and enjoys certain privileges.
Sometimes they became officials because of their moral values and
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knowledge in politics. As the order of "shi, nong, gong, shang" shows, the
social status of shi or intelligentsia, is higher than farmers, artisans, and
businessmen in general.
Since the traditional Chinese education is based on Confucian ideology
and philosophy, the literati are also called "the pupils of Confucius," and their
education, especially the training for the civil service examinations in Ming and
Qing time, are centered on the Confucian doctrines. Confucianism "has always
been seen as the domain of China's cultural, economic, and political elites,,,192
therefore the Confucian idea of intelligentsia has set the criteria for the literati
of different generations to hold in terms of moral standard, ideal personality,
political ambitions and ethical norms. Morally and culturally, a shi has to
cultivate his virtue with the Confucian canon, to follow the ancient sage and to
become "inner sage

pq~,"

in other words, becoming a sage-like person inside,

in order to reach the political goal of "outer king

:9~~,"

be qualified to rule the

outside world as a king. The political ambition of "shi" is also expressed as
"ordering the family, governing the country, and pacifying the world" (qijia,
zhiguo, pingtianxia 'jrf~;~~~*~). In personal dispositions, a shi must be
noble and resolute, gentle, kind, respectful, modest, and humble. He has to act
according to the Confucian ethic norms such as "three bonds, five
relationships," 193 "benevolence

C ,"

"filial piety ~ ," "loyalty ;il;', ," and

H. John and Evelyn Nagai Berthrong, Confucianism, 7.
Proposed by Zhu Xi *~ (1130-1200) in the Song Dynasty. Three bonds are: the ruler has authority over the
ruled cglMii~, father has authority over the son :x:e.,.7·~ffill, the husband has authority over the wife xe.,.~~.
Five relationships are: between father and son exists love :X:T~¥5I., between husband and wife exists differences
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"trustworthiness {g," and so on. Among all norms and code of conducts, filial
piety is the most encouraged because it functions as the stabilizer of the family,
hence the foundation of the patriarchal state which is a large family-like
institution with the emperor on the top, and demanding the obedience of his
subjects as well as providing the protection to his people.
During the two thousands years from Han to Qing, especially during the
Song Dynasty

*{i:

(960-1279) when the Neo-Confucianism was in its heyday,

Confucianism not only "harnessed by the state as a powerful tool in effecting
governmental policies," but also "gained the prominence as the principal
curriculum,,194 in the civil service examinations. Cultivating virtue, learning
Confucian canon, pursuing success in the various levels of the examinations
and finally becoming the member of the ruling class, became the life goal of
the literati regardless of birth for generations and generations. For many
people who toiled in the long and often frustrating years for preparing
themselves for the civil service examinations, the phrases of "there are surely
house of gold in books :;:CP§1§~~~" and "there are surely beautiful
women in books :;: cP § 1§~3<D3i" by the Song emperor Zhen Zong
(998-1022),

became the only motivation for their hard studies.

ffi!*
The

consequence is that on the one hand Confucian education and cultural values
permeated every aspect of the traditional society; on the other hand, they
became the tool of material gain and ladder to climb up in the social status.
xfrffl1:f'5 IJ, between the old and the younger exists orders ~f;j]1:frf, between friends exists credit JlJjR1:f{~,
between the ruler and the subjects exists righteousness ~E2:1:f~.
194 Stephen Roddy, Literati Identity, 5.
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Thus they lost the spiritual meaning in the eyes of many literati who cherished
the Confucian moral values and its quest for the personal and social ideals. In
doubting the validity of the Song Neo-Confucianism, the late Ming and Qing
Scholars and philosophers such as Yan Yuan ~J[)J#f (1635-1704), Li Gong
~

(1659-1733), Yuan Mei ~;f!x:(1716-1798), Oai Zhen

.xiii

*

(1724-1777),

and Zhang Xuecheng *~~Jl2 (1738-1801), and so on, "constantly broke from
Song models to create new roles for the literati.,,195
In Shen Fu's time, shi had already become divided into two types,
namely "shi" and "shidafu ±*~." While the latter means the "scholar-officials"
who become the member of the ruling class or has accesses to power by
being successful in the civil service examinations, the former means ordinary
shi who has been educated in becoming the candidate for the civil service
examinations, but may be unable to take the examinations or failed in their
tries thus denied for any real chance to serve in the government and become
members of the ruling elite. Stephen Roddy used "shi" or "dushuren" (readers
of books) to refer to "the entire range of educated males during the imperial
period.,,196 According to John King Fairbank, "in a country of over 400 million
people, a century ago, there were fewer than 20,000 regular imperial officials
but roughly 1,25 million scholarly degree-holders." 197

Furthermore, the

number of the people who were educated but not the degree-holders, i.e.,
those who had never taken any examinations, were even larger. Accompanied
19;
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by the development of education and printing business in the late imperial
China, the number of shi expanded to such a large scale that, as Martin W.
Huang marked, "nearly all those who could write belonged to the shi class.,,198
Consequently, shi is not necessarily a member of the elite any longer, and the
identity of shi or literati in all levels regardless of their age and scholarly
accomplishments has also gone through various changes. Researchers such
as Benjamin Elman, Yu Ying-shih, David Johnson, Evelyn S. Rawski, Shang
Wei, Stephen Roddy, and Martin W. Huang and many more have elaborated in
their works on the changes of the literati identity of Qing time, and also its
expressions in the literary works of authors such as Wu Jingzi, Xia Jingqu

*

~i!&

(1705-1787), Cao Xueqin, Li Ruzhen and so on. According to those studies,

the major changes in the aspects of literati identity, their life goals and social
status can be summarized as below:
•

From moral self-cultivating leading to the social responsibility of bettering
the world to the pursuing of aesthetics for personal interest and benefits;

•

From member of the ruling society or elite with privileged status to member
of lower society under increasing economic pressure and worsen living
conditions;

•

From the quest of mastering of Confucian canon to the study of evidential
knowledge of philology, literature, art, and other pragmatic skills;

•

198

From men of ambitions and success to men of constant failures in all

Huang, Literati and Selj-ReIPresentation, 35.
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aspects of life.
The causes of the above mentioned changes are a complex of
philosophical, political and economic movements that had been taken placed
during several centuries from Yuan to Qing time. Martin W. Huang stated that
the diminishing opportunity for governmental service, the decline of the
Neo-Confucianism and its ideal of sagehood, the increasing social mobility,
and the professionalization of learning have made the background for these
changes. 199
Huang used in his research three literati to demonstrate the identity
changes they were going through. Liu Dakui

~U*\M

(1698-1779), Gong

Weizhai ~*y: (fl. 1800), and Xia Jingqu, were all literati but were denied the
opportunity of becoming an official to serve in the government, because of
their failures in taking the civil service examinations. They all had to take the
role of secretaries or shiye to make their living. In their literary works, they
either expressed their doubt of their social status of whether they being a "sh!'
(literati) or being a "min" (commoner); or the frustration of not being able to
support themselves or their families, and certainly not being able to execute
power as an ancient Confucian "shi" could have done theoretically, although
they might be equally qualified and ambitious. 2oo
In all, to be a "wenren," or a member of literati in traditional China, means
to cultivate oneself with the Confucian virtues of a gentleman, to acquire the
199
200
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literati knowledge and skill in poetry, essay writing, ritual and music, to obtain
personality that composes of benevolence, righteousness, rites, wisdom, filial
piety and trustworthiness, and so on. If all goes well, one becomes a member
of the ruling elite and realizes the life goals to seek universal truth, to serve the
patriarchal society that is ruled by emperors, to gain personal fame and to
benefit one's family, and honor one's ancestors in so doing. If not successful,
one can still serve the ruler and the country by becoming a man of literary or
artistic creations. Either way, "wenren," being "the man who reads," or "the
pupil of Confucius," has always higher social status than people of other
occupations, at least theoretically. As the common saying goes, "To be a man
who reads is to be on the top of the society; everything else comparing to it
becomes low and unworthy of doing ~ffi§i:§'TcPD ' '~~~I~r'i'ij."
As for the case of Shen Fu, he had been born into a literatus' family and
had received education as a wenren, so he was assigned by the society the
identity of nothing but a literatus. It's interesting to notice that he seemed quite
happy with his identity, and "draws them into himself and makes them his
meaning.,,201 Although he had the same career as the three above mentioned
literati Liu Dakui, Gong Weizhai and Xia Jingqu, he did not complain about his
life as a secretary serving to the government officials too much, only in one
episode he blamed his unpleasant experience in Jixi to some corrupted
colleagues and their unmoral behaviors. In another occasion he said his career
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allowed him to travel many places in China, but not enable him to travel freely
as the way he had wished. The underlining reasons are perhaps related to his
"semi-literatus" position. First of all, Shen Fu did not spend so many years as
the other three writers did in the preparing of the civil service examinations, but
only ended up with constant failures. Shen Fu did not mention anywhere in the
memoir that he was a xiucai

*T who must be succeed in the first level of the

examination hence became a degree-holder; therefore Shen Fu was not even
qualified for the principal level of civil service examinations, nor the level higher.
Although the choice to follow his father's suit and become a shiye was not a
peasant one, but it was not as bitter as the other three writers might feel about
this career which was indeed a reminder of their failures at the first place.
Besides, Shen Fu's father made the decision for him to become a shiye, which
he had to obey at any circumstances. Secondly, Shen Fu did not enjoy big
fame in poetry, letter writing, calligraphy or painting, and so on, as the other
three writers did. Take Liu Dakui as an example. Liu was already very famous
when he started to sit for the provincial examination for his literary knowledge
and prose writings. Later he enjoyed the fame as the "Han Yu ¥t~," a famous
literary figure in Tang Dynasty, of Qing time. He published his prose in the ten
volumes Haifeng xiansheng wenji

;B.t.)t;j:X:~,

volumes Haifeing xiansheng shiji

;B.t.*j:w~.

and his poetry in the six
Liu was praised by his

contemporary scholars such as Fang Bao 1J:§ (1668-1749) and Yaonai
(1732-1815) as one of the founding fathers of Tongcheng school

150

~tfr4

fIiIlfm5JlX,

a

literary movement advocating the literary ideal of Han Yu and Liu Zongyuan ;fiJP

*:51:

in the Tang Dynasty. Thirdly, Shen Fu had constant problems of getting

jobs as a secretary. When he was hired, it was often a low position, and
whenever the office had difficulties, he was always more dispensable than his
colleagues. It is quite clear that he was neither close to power, nor ambitious in
executing the power in his own name, as Xia Jingqu did. In sum, Shen Fu was
a "semi-literatus," or a lower rank member of literati. His understanding of a
"wenren" represents those of "pinshi

~±,"

the poor and lower rank scholars,

who "barely removed from commoner status,,202 and composed the majority of
literati in the Qing time.
Despite of the given social, literary, and economic circumstance, Shen
Fu was nevertheless a "wenren," a "man of culture," because his self-identity
was nothing but a "full-literatus," in contrast to his "semi-literatus" reality. His
mentality and behavior was distinguishingly literati-like and was different from
that of the other classes, for instance, a businessman, even if he was doing
business at the time under the economic pressure. For example, in Chapter
Three of Fusheng liu ji, he went to Guangdong for about half a year to do
business with his cousin. Instead of writing anything about how his business
was going during that period, he wrote many pages recording his love affair
with the prostitute Xi'er from a local boat brothel. Shen Fu seemed rather
content by the fact that all prostitutes in the boat brothel he went loved him for
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being a gentle and kind "wenren" guest. Xi'er, the woman he mostly spent his
time and money with, even wanted to commit suicide after learning that he
went home and was not coming back to Guangdong again. Inspired by a poem
of Du Mu

Ht2

(803-852), the famous Tang poet, Shen Fu wrote "awaking

from a half years Yang group dream, I acquired a fickle name among the girls

Another example is one of his short travels he recorded in the same chapter.
When he returned from Guangdong and had been out of jobs for several years,
he started to run a shop of calligraphy and paintings with a friend, in the hope
of earning some money for his sick wife and two young children. The business
was so bad that "the income of the shop for three days was hardly sufficient to
meet one day's expenses," and he "was hard pressed for money and worried
all the time.,,204 However, when his friends invited him to visit Western Hill not
far from the Suzhou city, he asked his business partner to take care of the
shop, and went to the mountain for whole day to enjoy the scenery, temples,
good tea and wine with his friends. When the night came, he suggested that
they should also enjoy the moonlight with some music, so they went to the top
of the hill to a pavilion, where one of them played his zither, and another one
played his iron flute till the late in the night. In the morning of the second day,
they went further in the mountain to look for a long forgotten Buddhist temple.
After they had thoroughly enjoyed themselves and went back to the city, Shen

20)
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Fu painted for his friends a picture of the temple to memorize this trip.205
These are all doubtless fantastic examples of literati's way of enjoying life,
if one looked at them separately without referring to other stories in the book.
To be acquainted with women from brothels, especially with those women
talented in poetry and arts such as singing and dancing, had been considered
traditionally "romantic" and "free-spirited" behavior of literati. Many prominent
poets such as Du Mu and Su Shi had written about their love affairs with those
girls in their literary works. Both Su Shi in the Tang Dynasty and Mao Xiang,
one of the leading literary figures in Ming Dynasty, married some girls from
brothel as concubines. Such behavior were not criticized as demonstrations of
moral defects of the person, but admired by literati of later generations as sure
sign of "tender feelings and unconventional spirit" of wenren. To enjoy the
nature whole-heartedly is also a tradition appreciated by literati for centuries.
Mountains and rivers are the eternal themes for poetry, prose, landscape
painting, bonsai, and garden designing. Landscape poetry and landscape
paintings are unique Chinese literary and art genres that had yielded many
classics and masterpieces. Indeed, to visit famous mountains and rivers, to be
a part of the natural world, to learn from the traveling in scenery spots are
encouraged by all philosophical and religious schools in traditional China
including Taoism, Buddhism, and Confucianism. Enjoying mountains and
rivers

205

}Jjil1r~jlJK

is considered as physically, cognitively, and psychologically

Ibid., 280-299.
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worth doing by literati of all time.
However, if these examples of Shen Fu's literati practice are linked to
other episodes in Fusheng liu ji that were happening at the same period, the
bright pictures of happy and pure literati-like moments became dim and
questionable. In Chapter Three we read, the adventures of Shen Fu in
Guangdong happened around the time when he and his wife were living in a
place of a friend. Because of the misuse of terms of address by Chen Yun and
other misfortunes, they were driven out of the family for the first time. Although
they lived there happily and enjoyed many visits from their literati friends, Chen
Yun had to sale her jewelry to make the ends meet. Shen Fu was supposed to
make some money in Guangdong, in order to settle their financial problem
once for all, and he also borrowed money from his literati friends for buying the
goods he wanted to sale in Guangdong. Shen Fu did not mention how much
money he brought home, only wrote that he spent about a hundred dollars in
the boat brothel for Xi'er that he considered not very expensive, and he left
Guangdong for home because the keeper of the brothel wanted him to take
Xi'er as a concubine for five hundred dollars. After his Guangdong trip, his
financial problem was not solved but worsened as he did not have job offers
for several years. When the second example took place, Shen Fu and his
family were already quite poverty-stricken. Chen Yun was very ill by the time,
but refused to take any medicine because she did not have money for her
daughter's winter clothes, so the little girl had to wear summer clothes in cold

154

weather.
Having these larger pictures in mind, one wonders what kind of the real
Shen Fu is, because there is obviously some conflicts between his
"semi-literatus" status in the real world he lives, and the "full-literatus" mentality
that directs his daily performance. How did he attain and maintain his identity
as a literatus? What does it mean to be a literatus for him?
According to Berger and Luckmann's theory of social construction of
reality, man is a social product and his social knowledge is the result of the
dialectic process of externalization, objectivation, and internalization:
Man, because of the peculiar character of his biological makeup, is
compelled to externalize himself. Men, collectively, externalize
themselves in common activity and thereby produce a human world. This
world, including that part of it we call social structure, attains for them the
status of objective reality. The same world, as an objective reality, is
internalized in socialization, becoming a constituent part of the subjective
consciousness of the socialized individual. 206
It is society, which "assigns to the individual not only a set of roles but a
designated identity.,,207 Berger made the procedure clear that man has to
become a person, a social product first, and attain his identity during this
process, then act in his life what his role and his identity compel him to do:
It is within society, and as a result of social processes, that the
individual becomes a person, that he attains and holds onto an identity,
and that he carries out the various projects that constitute his life. 208
Society, according to Berger and Luckmann, not only forms individual's
identity, but also maintains it by various social processes. Socialization, which
is included in the process of internalization, played crucial role in the
206
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construction of role and identity of the individuals. It has two stages, namely
the primary socialization and the secondary socialization. While the former is
carried out by parents and other family members, the latter is mainly executed
by school teachers and peers and later spouses and friends, and so on, who
are named as the "significant others" by Berger and Luckmann. In both the
stages, the "significant others" with whom the individual carried out
conversations constantly help the individual to locate his place in the world, to
appropriate the "objective facticity of the social world" as a "subjective facti city, "
and to build up the world in his consciousness. 209
As it was mentioned before, Shen Fu had taken for granted that he was a
member of the literati and shared its identity "naturally." In his process of
primary socialization, his parents, especially his father, had been the most
"significant other" to him. It is no doubt that Shen Fu's father, being a shiye
himself instead of a member of the literati-officials, cherished his own social
roles and identity, finished Shen Fu's primary socialization and shaped his
literati identity at the very beginning. Berger and Luckmann explained how this
kind of internalization takes place:
The child takes on the significant other's roles and attitudes, that is,
internalizes them and makes them his own. And by this identification with
significant others the child becomes capable of identifying himself, of
acquiring a subjectively coherent and plausible identity. In other words ...
the individual becomes what he is addressed as by his significant
others. 21o
Shen Fu did not mention his education in the childhood that was generally
209
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carried out by parents or other family members. As the first male child in the
family and lived in the lower Yangtze region, he probably had started formal
education that normally at about six21 \ and most likely he was sent to some
tutors house to learn reading and writing, also had some access to traditional
literature heritage. When he was fifteen years old, his father made him a pupil
of a famous scholar and private teacher Zhao Xingzhai

mtgjiW.

followed his teacher first in Kuaiji Wrf~, then in Hangzhou

fJ1JI'!. He not only

Shen Fu

learned how to write essays from Zhao, but also accompanied the old scholar
to visit the latter's family tombs and learned the rituals accordingly, and visited
many scenic spots, such as Houshan
5~

uILLlJ

in Kuaiji and the Western Lake j§

in Hangzhou. Both Kuaiji and Hangzhou are famous since ancient time for

their picture like landscapes. From this time on, traveling in natural mountains
and rivers that is a typical literati action became the lifelong hobby of Shen Fu.
Apart from his father and teachers, Shen Fu also had some literati-will-be
friends since he was very young. Shi Yunyu, for example, was one of Shen
Fu's childhood friends who succeeded in the highest level of the civil service
examinations and became Number One Scholar "zhuangyuan

~:lC"

in 1790.

His role as a lifelong friend and an employer is discussed by Ye Oejun

~t~:P:o]

(1911-1956) in 1944. 212 The two perhaps studied in the same neighborhood,
or at least concerned with what the other one was doing. When Shi Yunyu
finally became the member of a "literati-official" through the examinations,
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Shen Fu was twenty-seven years old and already a shiye thus was denied the
roads to officials forever. However, the success of his old "peer" would certainly
serve as an example for the identity and roles of literati. After the death of
Chen Yun, Shen Fu followed Shi Yunyu to many places in Shanxi, Hubei, and
Shandong as one of his secretaries. Shi Yunyu also wrote several poems for
Shen Fu and presented a concubine to him after hearing the death of his son
with Chen Yun. It may be said that Shi Yunyu, by providing a position in his
office to Shen Fu and also staying friendship with him, had helped the latter
maintaining somehow a life and identity as a literatus.
Another friend Gu Honggan though died early at the age of twenty-two,
was also a "significant other" of Shen Fu. They met when Shen Fu was
learning to become a shiye in Fengxian, a place close to Shanghai, where Gu
was also an apprentice. Gu was "by nature a big-hearted, frank and
straightforward fellow." The two became deep in friendship because both had
minds "full of noble thoughts" and often "thought of living a quiet life in the
mountains.,,213 Barely being in their late teens, the two young men were
already sense the hardship of a life as shiye in their coming years, and talked
about to seek comfort in the nature. The best time they had together was the
trip to Hanshan in Suzhou. They went deep in the mountains and found some
beautiful and tranquil places they planed to live in the future. When they came
home, they picked chrysanthemum flowers that symbolized Taoist spirit of
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escaping to nature, to decorate their heads, which was certainly a literati action
inspired also by a poem of Du Mu:

As anywhere in the world it's hard to meet warm laughter, one must
return to our eternal home with one's head fully decorated with the
laughing chrysanthemums. 214
Many years later, when Shen Fu was forty-six and went up again to the
hill he and Honggan once visited, he still thought Honggan as his first and best
bosom friend "zhiji 9;02," and doubted if he could ever have such a friend
again in the vast and indifferent world.
The most important "significant other" in Shen Fu's identity shaping and
maintaining is his wife Chen Yun. Cheng Zhangcan and Kuang Yanzi have
both discussed the interesting relationship between Shen Fu and Chen Yun.
Cheng believed that Chen Yun was to Shen Fu "sometimes a wife, sometimes
a friend; sometimes a man, sometimes a woman; sometimes a guest,
sometimes a prostitute.,,215 Kuang argued that their relationship was the
combination of love between husband and wife, romance between scholar and
prostitute, understanding between bosom friends without to be confined by the
difference between man and woman or subject and its subordinate.,,216 They
pictured the essential contents of the relationship of the couple insightfully.
However, they did not looking at the meaning of Chen Yun to Shen Fu from the
perspective of the "significant other." Chen Yun, together with Shen Fu's other
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"significant others" but eventually became Shen Fu's only "significant other,"
saw to it that the social assigned literati identity of Shen Fu became and
maintained as a self appropriated identity.
Chen Yun's role as the "significant other" can be divided into three stages.
Firstly, since she and Shen Fu were cousins and knew him from very young,
she did her share in his obtaining of the literati identity, by acknowledging his
superiority in poetry. In Chapter One Shen Fu remembered that when they
were thirteen, she showed him some of her poems and asked his criticism.
She also told Shen Fu that her short pieces and stanzas of poems were not
finished because she was waiting for some "friend scholars" who would direct
her to complete them. Since she really didn't have other scholars available to
her, she was hinting to Shen Fu her admire towards him as a young scholar.217
Since then, Shen Fu had played the role of her tutor in literature and arts all
through the years they lived together. Moreover, as Chen Yun was talented,
and had good sense in poetry especially, her encouragement was even more
meaningful in Shen Fu's identity as a literatus.
In the second stage of Chen Yun's role as a "significant other," she was
progressing a lot in literature by her constant conversations about literature
and other literati topics with Shen Fu. The couple also entertained themselves
by composing poems with friends or alone. As a creative person and by nature
spontaneous and playful, Chen Yun had many unique ideas in everyday life
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which fascinated Shen Fu and enriched his literati way of living. Chen Yun also
followed certain code of conduct that the traditional literati also holdfast, such
as cultivating self in poetry, value higher knowledge than money, generosity,
and trustworthy. In all, she eventually became Shen Fu's equal partner and
bosom friend, particularly in carrying out the literati way of life that both of them
loved so much. One episode can be used to exemplify her influence to Shen
Fu. In Chapter One, Shen Fu described his quarrel with Chen Yun not long
after they were married. He was annoyed by Chen Yun's polite manner
towards him and joked about of being too polite is to be crafty, and if one was
respectful at heart, manners were not necessary. Chen Yun insisted that to be
polite and respectful between husband and wife was necessary both at heart
and in manners, just as simple as that one could not afford to be respectful at
heart towards ones parents but disrespecting them openly. Shen Fu was
convinced not only by her argument, but also by her insightfulness, and her
straightforwardness, those were also the literati characteristics Shen Fu
cherished. From that time on, the two always respected each other and
"remained courteous to each other for twenty-three years" of their married
life?18
The third stage of Chen Yun's role as a "significant other" took place
when the couple lived in a poverty-driven life in their late thirties and before
she passed away at age of forty. She was in fact the only "significant other" of
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him in those years. During the difficult time when Shen Fu had to beg money
from his brother-in-law and his shiye friends, Chen Yun was perhaps the only
one who still treated him as a worthy literatus and a decent man of culture.
They also planed to visit Pingshantang

¥LlJ~,

the Gardens of the Song

literati-official Ouyang Xiu in Yangzhou, where Shen Fu had served for several
months as a shiye. Unfortunately he was laid off again shortly before Chen
Yun's death.
As Shen Fu's most important "significant other," Chen Yun had seen
through the whole procedure of the forming and maintaining of Shen Fu's
identity as a literatus and helped along the way from his youth till middle age.
Shen Fu was lucky enough to have her as her "good chamber companion

cp ~R"

~

who built a small world with him and allowed him to be a "full-literati"

there. His world as a literatus had been "maintained as subjective reality" by
the conversation with the only available significant other, Chen Yun. After her
death, the sorrow for Shen Fu was also deeper than a man lost his wife only.
Her death caused his literati world "to totter, to lose its subjective plausibility,"
as Berger's description of the disrupted conversation with the "significant
other.,,219
Berger in The Sacred Canopy quoted an Arab proverb "Men Forget, God
remember" to explain the importance of God as a special "significant other."
Society or "other men" are possible to forget who the individual is, thus
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"powerfully threaten his own recollections of identity." However, if the individual
is certain that at any rate, God will know who the individual is, or "God
remember," then the individual's "tenuous self-identifications are given a
foundation seemingly secure from the shifting reactions of other men." In such
cases, "God then becomes the most reliable and ultimate significant other.,,22o
Unfortunately, for men like Shen Fu, this "most reliable and ultimate
significant other" is not available. As Derk Bodde had argued, the Chinese
people are generally concern less the supernatural world than the world of
nature and of men, owing to the influence of Confucianism and its ethics that
"has provided the spiritual basis of Chinese civilization." Another reason is
perhaps the ancestor worship, the one most close to religion in terms of forms
and feelings, is a family matter that can not develop into a national or
international religion. 221 Confucius' attitude towards religion, as it recorded in
The Ana/eetie, is "respect the ghosts or gods but stay away from them ~5\H$
ffij ~ Z." His rationale is that this life is hard enough to be understood

completely, therefore, "not yet understanding life, how can you understand
death *9ill1: ' ~9ill*?" Death, or the life after death, and the supernatural
world were not in the concern of Confucius, and he "refused to talk about
things such as miracles, super strength, chaos, and spirits

r/f§1H:¥:h~Lt$."

The literati tradition is also exclusive of the relationship between man and gods.
Without God the "most reliable and ultimate significant other," without the
220
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possibility to hear the words of wisdom from sermons or to pray to gods for
comfort and strength like the believers of religions can do, the rest of the
"significant others" such as parents, spouses, and friends become even more
important and powerful. In Shen Fu's case, the small world he and Chen Yun
built becomes their own meaningful world, and he and his wife played the only
reliable and ultimate "significant other" mutually. This is even truer for Chen
Yun's role and her identity as a female "semi-literati." This point shall be
discussed with more details later.
What does it mean to Shen Fu to be a member of literati? Having no land
for the possibility of becoming a farmer, or any skill qualified for other
occupations, he was destined to be a wenren; however, even if he was
supposed to do business, he was still stuck to his identity as a literatus,
because to be a literatus provided meaning to his life. As Shen Fu in Fusheng
liu ji manifested, all his feelings were woven in accordance with the design of

his literati identity, and all his talent and knowledge were worked for the
creative literary and artistic activities as a literatus among which Fusheng liu ji
was the most successful literary work he ever created.
There are two more aspects regarding the function of his literati identity.
Firstly, to be a literatus also gave him the excuse indulging himself in every
possible opportunity. The trip to Yushan

~LlJ

Shen Fu had can be used as an

example of how he had indulged himself as a literatus in seeking the comfort in
the nature. Yushan is a mountain close to Shangyang -.t5¥, where Shen Fu
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went to seek help from a friend who had a position of shiye. Being cut off the
family support and out of work again, Shen Fu was living at the time with Chen
Yun in the house of her friend Mrs. Hua in Wuxi. Worrying his clothes were too
shabby to meet his friend in the government office, Shen Fu met him in a
temple's garden instead. The friend generously gave Shen Fu ten dollars after
seeing his situation. Instead of going home immediately while his wife was sick
and penniless staying in other's home, Shen Fu remembered a nearby scenic
spot in the hill of Yushan, and ended up traveling by a boat to the place. He
visited Yushan College, drank the famous green tea Biluochun

~.tfl~~

there,

and also climbed to the top of the hill by a hardly trodden road. Quite satisfied
upon hearing the admiring words of his guide, he invited him to have some
drinks in a small restaurant and went home with a dozen pebbles of brown
color he picked up at the hill. He did not mention those pebbles again but
possibly planed to use them for some miniature landscape he enjoyed building
as type of bonsai. Shen Fu called this trip "a fascinating trip in the midst of
sorrow and adversity :r.0ECPZt~W."222
Another example of Shen Fu's self-indulging is his relationship with Xi'er
in Guangdong. Not only this episode is included in the book as part of his "joy
of travel," it is also the longest story Shen Fu had told in his memoir. Spending
his valuable time and borrowed money for a prostitute, he depicted himself as
a tender-hearted and well-behaved and loving wenren, unlike his businessman
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cousin who always had different girls or even had two girls at one time. Shen
Fu stuck only to Xi'er and was always very gentle to her: "I did not ask her to
sing, or compel her to drink, being most considerate to her, and we felt very
happy together." Did he ever feel guilty for his behavior of brothel-going while
all the time he was talking how much he loved his wife? Well probably yes, but
his reason was that he missed his wife and Xi'er had a face "resembled Yun's
under the hazy moonlight." The self-indulging inevitably became narcissism:
Thus I came to know every single one of them there, and when I
went up the boat, I was greeted with a chorus of welcome. I had enough
to do to give each a courteous reply, and this was a welcome that could
not be bought with tens of thousands of dollars. 223
Moreover, Shen Fu did not only see himself a nice wenren, but also a
"hero" when some rascals came to blackmail them, when Shen Fu and his
cousin brought the girls to their place that was not proper for a wenren even at
that time. In the fighting, Shen Fu kicked the arm of one guy bravely and then
the girls escaped. 224 He played a role of "hero rescues beauty :51tq;tf~~" that
was a popular literary theme in the Ming and Qing novels. Finally, lust became
romantic love affair, immoral behavior became heroic action: both were
admirable literati conducts.
Secondly, the literati identity allows Shen Fu to escape the possible
outside criticism or inside guiltiness when he was acting in "bad faith," to use
another term Berger and Luckmann used in their works. They believe that
internalization is not "a one-sided, mechanistic process," but "entails a dialectic
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between identification by others and self-identification, between objectively
assigned and subjectively appropriated identity.,,225 However, human beings
can overdo it by taking the objectively assigned identity as the total reality but
forgetting they are in fact human productions. In such cases they identify
themselves completely with the social identities and their social roles, and
become alienated with their total self. Berger related the concepts of the "false
consciousness" of Marx and Nietzsche with the "bad faith" of Sartre. According
to him, bad faith is the "form of false consciousness in which the dialectic
between the socialized

self and

the self in

its totality is lost to

consciousness." 226 In other words, if the individual denies the dialectic
between the objectively assigned identity and the subjectively appropriated
identity, "identifies totally the latter with the former," than he is "acting in bad
faith." Berger further adumbrates how the individual acts in the bad faith:
One way of defining bad faith is to say that it replaces choice with
fictitious necessities. In other words, the individual, who in fact has a
choice between different courses of action, posits one of these courses
as necessary.... the individual, faced with the choices of acting or not
acting within a certain role "program," denies this choice on the basis of
his identification with the role in question?27
It is an action that happens too frequently in Fusheng liu ji that Shen Fu
"replaces choice with fictitious necessities." In the above mentioned
self-indulging behaviors, he could have chosen different actions that were less
literati-like but more appropriate to his other roles such as a loving and caring
husband and father. He seemed particularly "acting in bad faith" when his wife
225
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was misunderstood and mistreated by her in-laws. For instance, in the
"money-borrowing incident" in Chapter Three, Shen Fu's brother Shen Qitang
borrowed money from a woman in their neighborhood by asking Chen Yun as
a guarantor. When Chen Yun wrote to Shen Fu and asked him to urge his
brother to return the money, Shen Fu, avoided conflicts with his younger
brother, only wrote back to her that "Both father and son are sick and we have
no money to pay the loan. Wait till younger brother comes home, and let him
take care of it himself."228 Later Shen Qitang's denying the matter caused
Chen Yun the target of anger of Shen Fu's father, who accused her of
"borrowing money behind the back of her husband and spread scandals about
her brother-in-law," and led to her punishment of being thrown out of the family.
The reason was Shen Fu, being a literatus and following the code of conducts
of the Confucian scholars, wanted to be obedient (xiao

~)

to his father and

friendly (you :tz:) to his younger brother. Not only he did not stand up for his
wife, he even gave up passively and cowardly his own rights in the share of the
family wealth before and after his father died, because to be morally lofty and
upright without degrading oneself for fame and material profit, or "qinggao

~~

r'E6" was also very literati-like. When his father died and his younger brother
was going to take everything their father had left, Shen Fu's response was
passively waiting and self-blaming for not being a son of filial piety:
I then kept watch over the coffin in the hall, but throughout the seven
weeks for mourning ceremonies, not one in the whole family spoke to me
about family affairs or discussed the funeral arrangements with me. I was
228
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ashamed of myself for not fulfilling a son's duties and would not ask them
questions, either.229
His acting in bad faith, i.e., acting completely in accordance with his
literati identity but not his total self, was most obvious even to the extend of
self-deceiving in the episode of Hanyuan, whom Chen Yun wanted to get for
him as a concubine. Shen Fu understood very well that the girl was not
someone he could afford under his economic and social circumstances;
nevertheless, he did not say anything or take any action to stop Chen Yun's
fantasy in her friendship with Hanyuan and the over-optimistic arrangement for
Shen Fu's marrying Hanyuan as his concubine. In learning that Hanyuan had
married to another rich and powerful man, Shen Fu "did not dare" to reveal the
truth to his wife, till Chen Yun found out the secret herself and felt very sad for
being betrayed by Hanyuan. She suffered not only her lost friendship that
meant much more than Shen Fu had understood, but also the resentment from
her in-laws for the disgrace she brought to the family by committing her
devoted friendship to a prostitute and even became the sworn sister of the
latter. Soon after when a "friend" of Shen Fu borrowed money by asking him to
be the guarantor and Shen Fu agreed (which was another typical literati-like
action but acted in bad faith), but the "friend" ran away with the money and left
Shen Fu to deal with the angry creditor, the last straw was added: Shen Fu and
Chen Yun had to leave the big family for ever.
Insomuch as the memoir is concerned, Shen Fu had very rarely blamed
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himself for everything happened to his life. As he stated at the beginning of
Chapter Three of Fusheng liu ji:
Why is it that there are sorrows and hardships in this life? Usually
they are due to one's own fault, but this was not the case with me. I was
fond of friendship, proud of keeping my word, and by nature frank and
straightforward, for which I eventually suffered. 230
If he was not the one to blame, then there must be something else. In
Fusheng liu ji, Shen Fu had in many occasions mentioned marks of the bad
omen of Chen Yun's short life. From her forward-inclined teeth to the scattered
lines of poems she did not finish, from the miniature landscape the couple
created together but broken by fighting cats, to the cold the couple caught after
a happy night of drinking wine while enjoying the full moon, everything meant
to tell the destiny of Chen Yun: She was by fate to die young and had not the
luck to be a happy wife all her life. However, the frequently mentioning of Chen
Yun's fate was too much to the point that reveals something else: Was Shen
Fu also responsible for her early death? Did he ever feel guilty for the
relationship with Xi'er that had obviously led to the episode of Hanyuan? Was
he to blame for the accusations Chen Yun had to bear but had nobody to
speak out for her? The answer is probably "yes." However, Shen Fu's
explanation for everything that happened was, apart from the bad fortune of
Chen Yun who was too talented, he himself was to be blame for his "romantic
love" that was too deep to be auspicious. Indeed he was not to be blamed,
because as a member of the literati, to be romantic and free-spirit was
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essential and worth of praising. It is clear that the bad faith can function as the
shield for him, because his responsibility was taken over by "a fictitious
inexorability upon the humanly constructed world," as Berger insightfully
depicted:
The innumerable contingencies of human existence are transformed
into inevitable manifestations of universal law. Activity becomes process.
Choices become destiny. Men then lived in the world they themselves
have made as if they were fated to do so by powers that are quite
independent of their own world-constructing enterprises?31
In sum, to be a member of literati, to appropriate completely its identity, to
live the way of literati as close as possible, has provided Shen Fu the meaning
of his life, and also the bad faith that allowed him to indulge himself and
escape

the

possible

guiltiness

and

criticism

from

both

the

inside

consciousness and the outside world.

2. Chen Yun's Self Identities as a Female Literatus
Chen Yun was not to be called a female literatus given the condition of
her education, her social and economic status before or after she was married.
However, from what Shen Fu had written about her, she had a self identity not
only confined to the "daughter in-law," the major role a married woman could
play in the imperial time, but also a "real self' as a female literatus. The
following part of the dissertation will focus on her behavior as a female literatus
first; then followed by an analysis on how she had attained and maintained her
literati identity in the given social and family conditions, including what role
231
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Shen Fu had played in the procedure of her identity obtaining, what problem
and punishment her "real self' had caused her to suffer, and what her
relationship with Hanyuan meant to her. Last but not least, the meaning as a
member of literati for Chen Yun will also be discussed.
In Fusheng liu ji, Shen Fu recorded many thoughts and deeds of Chen
Yun as a female literatus. For example, her different ways of treating her
jewelry and the old books or pieces of ancient paintings or calligraphy
expressed her attitude toward material wealth. She could easily give away her
pearls for helping Shen Fu's parents in Qitang's marriage, and later exchange
her jewels for food and drink for their literati friends without even speaking a
word or showing any facial expressions; however, for old books and broken
slips of painting, she could spend much time and care:
Whenever she saw odd volumes of books, she would try to sort
them out, arrange them in order, and have them rebound properly.?32
Her love for literature and arts, and the indifference for material wealth
were similar to her husband Shen Fu, who was inclined to one of the literati
characteristics qinggao, meaning to be morally lofty and upright and showing
no interest to wealth and fame. It is in accordance with one of the traditional
virtues of Confucian gentleman, that is "willing to suffer poverty while adhering
to one's moral values

'ft'~~lli,"

as Mencius proposed: "to be above the

power of riches and honours to make dissipated, of poverty and mean
condition to make swerve from principle, and of power and force to make bend
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- these characteristics constitute the great man

.fE\::fijgJili

0

~j1t::fijg;g

, ~~~::fijE~ , ~

.llt~§~*::st~."233 As a wife of a poor literatus, a woman who was

subordinate in the society, Chen Yun's goal in life perhaps had nothing to do
with the great man of Mencius; nevertheless, she never complained the
hardship she endured but tried her best to make the simple and difficult life
enjoyable, for which Shen Fu was very grateful:
From the time she was married into my home, I had been forced to
run about abroad for a living, while she was left without sufficient money,
and she never said a word of complaint. When I could stay at home, our
sole occupation was the discussion of books and literature. 234
In their twenty-three years of marriage, the couple lived in a harmonious
way and was always very close, because Chen Yun had gradually become the
passionate comrade and reliable supporter of Shen Fu in whatever endeavor
he made as a literatus. As a talented and charming individual, she gave helpful
suggestions in his flower arrangement, his miniature landscape designing, his
way of decorating home, his gathering with friends, and his visit of the flower
fields accompanied by friends, warm meal and warm wines. She also loved to
travel and visited the Taihu Lake and other places with him, even went under
the disguise as a man. In all so doing, Chen Yun had built up an equal
relationship with Shen Fu that is exemplified in the discussion of their
relationship in their future incarnations:
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I said: "In the next life, you must be born a man and I will be your
wife."
Yun answered: "It will only be quite fun if we can spend this life
meaningfully.,,235
As we can see from this example and elsewhere, Chen Yun was not an
obedient and passive follower of her husband, but an independent person with
her own strong opinions expressed directly. Since Chen Yun could write, and
since Shen Fu was a little younger than she was and was often away for his
occupation, Chen Yun was gradually relied upon by Shen Fu in many family
matters. Whenever crisis occurred in their life, it was Shen Fu who listened to
her solutions. For example, when Shen Fu's father gave them only three days
to leave the family, it was Chen Yun, though very sick, made clear instructions
of the efficient arrangements for both the couple and their young children
whom they could not take with them. 236 The reason Shen Fu did not abandon
his wife in all the difficult years but followed her wherever she had to go was
not only because of his love for her, but also because of his dependence on
her as a reliable friend and a literati comrade. In sum, Chen Yun had
successfully played the role as a female literatus, although mainly inside her
small world with Shen Fu as the co-player. When Shen Fu said "YOn was a
woman with the heart and talent of a man,,237 after she died, what he meant by
"man," should indeed be read as "Iiteratus." It was a comment more from a
literati friend rather than from a husband, and he expressed the respect and
admiration a man had for his partner and best friend.
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How did Chen Yun attain her self identity as a female literatus and
maintain it? The way Chen Yun attained her self identity is quite different with
Shen Fu's. Chen Yun was denied the primary socialization as what Shen Fu
had when he was a child, because she was a girl. Even if she did have the
privilege to be born and raised in a "scholar's family ::&JaZ~," she would still
be educated from very young as a woman, and her primary socialization,
carried out mainly by her widowed mother, was no doubt the confirmation of
her role as a woman. She never had formal education, but at age six or seven,
her foot binding started to make sure she had a pair of small feet in order to get
a good husband. This torture could lasted several years and could be
considered the staring point of her secondary socialization because it's the
very strong confirmation both physically and mentally of her social assigned
identities.
In Chen Yun's time, women lived at the bottom of the patriarchal society,
"almost always subordinate to their husbands and parents-in-law, and barred
from participation in nondomestic life."238 John King Fairbank had discussed
about the subjection of women in the imperial time:
The subjection of women was thus a sophisticated and perfected
institution like the other Chinese achievements ... the inequality between
the sexes was buttressed with philosophical underpinnings and
long-continued social practices. 239 1
Fairbank also pointed out that "the Sung philosophers stressed women's
inferiority as a basic element of the social order." Zhu Xi *~ (1130-1200), the
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most important philosopher and Neo-Confucian in the Song Dynasty, had
promoted footbinding as a means to preserve female chastity as women with
bound feet can only stay inside of the house most of their time. 24o In the Qing
time, the Neo-Confucianism was continually carried out by the ruling class and
eventually permeated the whole society. As a member of the subordinate
group in the imperial China, a woman's education was basically "the Three
Follows" and "the Four Virtues,,241 that enforced women's social status as
subject of almost every man in the society. Ban Zhao fjf8B (48-112) had made
instructions to her daughters about the "female virtues" in the Han Dynasty,
which were followed as norms for women for the next thousands years:
To guard carefully her chastity; to control circumspectly her behavior;
in every motion to exhibit modesty; and to model each act on the best
usage, this is womanly virtue.
To choose her words with care; to avoid vulgar language; to speak at
appropriate times; and not to weary others (with much conversation),
may be called the characteristics of womanly words.
To wash and scrub filth away; to keep clothes and ornaments fresh
and clean; to wash the head and bathe the body regularly, and to keep
the person free from disgraceful filth, may be called the characteristics of
womanly bearing.
With whole-hearted devotion to sew and to weave; to love not gossip
and silly laughter; in cleanliness and order (to prepare) the wine and
food for serving guests, may be called the characteristics of womanly
work.242
C. T. Hisa has pointed out that Ban Zhao "sees no need for any kind of
intellectual and artistic education for women and, further, warns against
brilliance or showiness." Ban Zhao also agreed that a woman must be
Ibid., 69
The Three Follows: a woman must follow what her father says before she was married; must follow what her
husband says after she got married and follows what her son says after her husband dies. The Four Virtues:
womanly virtue, womanly words, womanly bearing, and womanly work. See Pan Chao, "Lessons for Women," 24.
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subordinate to her husband and can not remarry when he dies. 243
Apart from these norms and virtues of women, the footbinding that
became popular in the Song Dynasty and continually to be practiced till the first
decades of the twentieth-century, is another way to make sure that women
were in the subordinate position in the society, which as Fairbank pointed out,
was a social engineering that handicapped the female population and made
them veritable slaves in general, simply in order to "ensure male domination in
a very concrete way.,,244
Socialization, according to Berger and Luckmann, is not a once for all but
a continuing procedure. As the individual maintaining the identity he obtained
and appropriated from his primary socialization mainly charged by his parents,
he continually builds up his identity through the conversation he has with all
available "significant others" such as peers, teachers and friends in his
secondary socialization. When Chen Yun married to Shen Fu and entered his
family as a daughter-in-law, she was only seventeen and her secondary
socialization mainly took place in the big family.
As a wife of a poor and lower rank literatus, the major social roles of Chen
Yun were "good daughter-in law, good wife, and good mother" and so on but
never a good poet or female literatus that was almost impossible excepting
some women from the ruling elites' families. However, while Chen Yun
continually appropriated her role and identity as a woman, she had gradually
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appropriated some other identities that was associated her ability to read and
write. Chen Yun taught herself reading and writing between her needlework at
her early age. It was nothing required for a girl but probably out of her own
interest in literature only. Shen Fu wrote about how she stated to read:
She was a very clever girl, for while she was learning to speak, she
was taught Po ChOyi's poem, The P'i P'a Player, and could at once
repeat it. ... One day, she picked up a copy of the poem The P'i P'a
Player from a wastebasket, and from that, with the help of her memory
of the lines, she learnt to read word by word. Between her needlework,
she gradually learnt to write poetry.245
Though reading aloud and memorizing by heart famous ancient poetry is
a common way to entertain and educate children even today, Chen Yun was
intelligent and hardworking enough to learn reading and writing through this
way to the extent of writing poetry. After she was married, her writing ability
hence her literatus consciousness developed because she became the
"secretary" of her mother-in-law and wrote letters on the behalf of the latter. To
be able to write had made her outstanding in the household or perhaps even
her neighborhood, as most women at her time were basically illiterate, even
men who were literate could not write, as David Johnson marked: "a
substantial number of individuals whose limited schooling had made it possible
for them to grasp the meaning of many texts but not to write easily or well." He
calls the distinction between those literates who could not write and those who
could write and did it often, "is one of the most significant within the literate
realm."246
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Chen Yun also learned a lot as Shen Fu's "good chamber companion." In
the small world they constructed, her way of living and mentality had been
gradually influenced by her husband, and also by the fact that she could read,
write and discuss literary and artistic topics with Shen Fu as well as his literati
friends. As David Johnson pointed out that both the "ability to communicate
reciprocally in writing" and "access to the literary tradition" had considerable
influence on individual consciousness, we can discern that the constant
conversations with Shen Fu, and their habit to exchange letters and writing
poems and so on, had provided her different roles and identities apart from the
social assigned traditional ones. Therefore, she carefully played her roles
according to her social identities; meanwhile, encouraged and helped by her
husband, the "significant other" Shen Fu, she diligently cultivated her self
identity as a female literatus if the definition of Martin W. Huang for literati that
was someone who could write also applies here.
Shen Fu apparently played the role of the "significant other" in the
shaping and maintaining of the identities of Chen Yun as a female literatus.
Moreover, since Chen Yun had lost her father at four and her mother in her
early twenties, also had no teachers and other literati friends, and no God the
special and ultimate "significant other," Shen Fu's role became even more
crucial. He not only acted as her tutor or teacher in her literature and poetry
education, but encouraged her to join his literati way of life and more
importantly, accepting her as an equal partner literatus from the very beginning
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of their life together. Their equal relationship permeated in their way of
speaking to each other, or sitting side by side that was awkward to others but
natural for them:
When YOn was sitting and talking with somebody and saw me come,
she would rise and move sideways for me to sit down together with her.
All this was done naturally almost without any consciousness, and
although at first we felt uneasy about it, later on it became a matter of
habit.247
The way they treated each other is in fact the way one treated his or her
friend. In their small world, Chen Yun was encouraged of living her literati life
style with her literati husband, including exchanging honestly opinions on
literary and artistic topics, writing letters to each other with the literati formal
style, composing poems while drinking wine, and so on. These were all natural
for them, but might be awkward or even scandalous in the eyes of the others in
the family. The self identity of Chen Yun and her way to live according to her
"real self' was accepted only by Shen Fu, but unfortunately, by no one else,
because they were in contradiction with her social assigned roles and
identities.
From the perspective of the social construction of reality theory, there are
some conflicts or discrepancies between the primary and secondary
socializations of Chen Yun, which is problematic in terms of the social and self
identities. In other words, her primary and secondary socializations did not
arrive to a unified result in her social assigned identity and her self
appropriated identity. Her social assigned identity was a woman that was
247
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subject of man, inferior than man and made to serve a man and his parents all
her life; her self identity was a female literatus who could read and write, and
was able to manage non-domestic matters and relied upon by her husband as
a close and equal friend.
According to Berger and Luckmann, what an individual obtained through
the primary socialization will be maintained by both the society and the person;
however, it is possible that in secondary socialization, "alternative realities and
identities appear as subjective options," but these options are "limited by the
social-structural context of the individual." In other words, the individual
realizes that other identities are possible for him or her, although "the social
structure does not permit the realization of the subjectively chosen identity,"
because this kind of discrepancies will "introduce tensions and unrest into the
social

structure,

threatening

the

institutional

programs

and

their

taken-for-granted reality." Berger and Luckmann explain further what these
kinds of discrepancies lead to:
The subjective chosen identity becomes a fantasy identity,
objectified within the individual's unconsciousness as his "real self." ...
The peculiarity of this particular fantasy lies in the objectification, on the
level of imagination, of an identity other than the one objectively assigned
and previously internalized in primary socialization. 248
Chen Yun had probably never dreamed that she had a "real self' of
female literatus given her time and circumstances. In her deathbed, Chen Yun
regretted that she had tried her best to be a good daughter-in-law all her life,
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but had failed. 249 Her talent in poetry and her skill of writing did not help her in
playing her other roles, especially the role of "daughter-in-law" in the big family,
but estranged her from them, which made her further inclined to her small
literati world with Shen Fu but more estranged from her in-laws. The vicious
circle finally ruined her life, because as Berger had said, "the social structure
does not permit the realization of the subjectively chosen identity." Virginia
Woolf, in talking about the fate of talented women in the sixteenth-century
England, had depicted the similar situation Chen Yun went through:
... a highly gifted girl who had tried to use her gift for poetry would
have been so thwarted and hindered by other people, so tortured and
pulled asunder by her own contrary instincts, that she must have lost her
health and sanity to a certainty.25o
Social control was what Chen Yun and the sister of Shakespeare were
facing and were punished and destroyed by. Society was a human product but
eventually became a coercive power: "Society directs, sanctions, controls, and
punishes individual conduct. In its most powerful apotheoses, society can even
destroy the individual.,,251
In the patriarchal society Chen Yun lived, her female literatus identity
could only become a fantasy but not realty. No matter how hard she and Shen
Fu had tried, their small world would not survive under the coercive power of
the society. Berger and Luckmann used metaphor of theater to illuminate the
difference of "reality" and "dream reality" that can be used to illuminate Chen
Yun's "real self' fantasy. Chen Yun, when she and her husband closed
2-19
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themselves in their "two men's world," the curtain rose, they performed the
literati roles and played literati games safely and happily; they were
"transported to another world" that "mayor may not have much to do with the
world of everyday life." They were drinking wine under the moonshine, they
were watching sunset and lights from the fishing boats on the lake, they were
enjoying chrysanthemums flowers at home and talking about Li Bai and his
poems, they were visiting temple festivals while Chen Yun dressed as a man,
and so on. However, when the curtain fell, they had to return to reality, to the
world that did not allow Chen Yun to realize her identity as a female literatus.
They had to pawn their clothes for some money, they had to endure the
coldness of the family members and relatives, they had to borrow money from
friends, or they had to deal with snobbish servants. Then, "the reality
presented on the stage now appears tenuous and ephemeral, however vivid
the presentation may have been a few moments previously."252
Some episodes in Fusheng liu ji gave some warning signals but were
ignored by the protagonists. For instance, Shen Fu mentioned that all of a
sudden, everybody in the family, including the parents-in-law and the servants,
started to call Chen Yun "santaitai" instead of "sanniang." Shen Fu did not like
the change but he and Chen Yun did not do anything to stop it. While
"sanniang" shows the fondness to a young wife of the third male child in the big
family, "santaitai" pictured a haughty, rich, and high rank lady from an official's
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family. According to the social construction of reality theory, "every name
implies a nomenclature, which in turn implies a designated social location.,,253
The title "santaitai," which is ironic for Chen Vun's social and economic status,
was a warning signal to her unacceptable self identity as a literatus: if she
wanted to be a "lady" or "taitai," then her place was not here in this family.
Another example also recorded her behavior as "improper" for being a person
who spoke frankly and act unconventionally. One day when the whole family
was watching a play performed in their house for celebrating the birthday of
Shen Fu's mother, Chen Vun got up and disappeared in her room, because the
play, ordered to perform by Shen Fu's father, was nothing but a sad story that
made her heartbroken. When she was asked if she was going to sit inside her
room the rest of the day, she replied: "I'll stay here until some better selection
is being played."
Hearing this, Miss Wang left first and asked my mother to select
more cheerful plays like Ch'ihliang and Househ. Then VOn was
persuaded to come out and watch the play, which made her happy
again. 254
In being true to her feelings, Chen Vun had totally forgotten that the play
was not meant to entertain her, one of the daughter-in-Iaws in the family, but
Shen Fu's parents. Moreover, it was Shen Fu's father who as the patriarch had
the right to do whatever he liked. While the other members of the family
watched and said nothing, Chen Vun's action made her outstanding but in an
unwelcome way in the eyes of her in-laws. In the way of expressing herself
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honestly, just as a real literarus would do, she had forgotten who she was in
the big family. She was one of the women who "entered their husband's family
in the lowest status, servant of their mothers-in-law."255 It was in fact her "real
self' acting in the place of the daughter-in-law that made her behavior
improper.
Her direct way of speaking was also reflected in the letter she wrote to
Shen Fu in dealing with the problem caused by the servant-concubine of her
father-in-law, whom Chen Yun helped Shen Fu to get for his father, but in so
doing she was resented by his mother:
"Your mother thinks that old man's illness is all due to that Yao girl.
When he is improving, you should secretly suggest to Yao to say that she
is homesick, and I'll ask her parents to come to Yangchow to take her
home. In this way we could wash our hands of the matter.,,256
Though it meant to be a private letter to her husband, nevertheless her
father-in-law read it. He was so angry that he ordered her to leave his house.
They were allowed to return to the family about two years later, and
unfortunately were driven out again after another two years. In the departing
night, Chen Yun told her daughter who was going to become a "child
daughter-in-law" to one of Shen Fu's cousins, "When you go to your new home,
you must try to be a better daughter-in-law than your mother.,,257 These were
the last words she left to her daughter since they never saw each other again.
When Shen Fu quoted the ancient proverb "absence of talent in a woman is
synonymous with virtue" at the beginning of Chapter Three "Sorrow," he
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probably had this fatal letter in mind, because it showed the talent or ability of
Chen Yun that caused her turbulent life and her early death in the end.
Chen Yun's relationship with Hanyuan can also be understood better
from the perspective of her literati self identity. The fact that she wanted to get
Shen Fu a "beautiful and resonant" concubine is her "real self' acting in the
place of the daughter-in-law and of the wife again. Shen Fu was not as
enthusiastic as Chen Yun from the beginning of it, and they had already a son
and a daughter so there was no need to get a concubine in order to continue
the family line which was the normal excuse for taking concubines. It was
Chen Yun, who not only set the standard for choosing concubines for her
husband, but also made the arrangement to involve Hanyuan, who was both
beautiful and able to read and write poetry to become her sworn sister first,
then to accept the jade bracelet as a token for the betrothal. Since then she
waited and "not a day passed without her mentioning HanyOan's name:"
Eventually HanyOan was married by force to some influential person
and our arrangements did not come off. And YOn actually died of grief on
this account. 258
To be addressed as "santaitai" but be laughed at behind her back, Chen
Yun suffered not only the financial problem, but also her punishment including
the dislike of her in-laws, the isolation among other women who were different
or may be envious of her talent and ability. As Shen Fu was constantly away
for his job, Chen Yun had to face all the unspoken hardship alone. All these led
to the longing for friendship which could only be targeted to another woman
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given her circumstances, and the woman must as the same as she was-a
female literatus, beautiful and resonant-a female comrade, a sister who could
understand her "real self' and play the role of her another "significant other."
This was the background that Hanyuan, the young prostitute came to the stage
and was highlighted.
During the episode of Hanyuan, there are several evidences of that the
"real self' or the literati identity of Chen Yun was in full charge. Firstly, the
criteria Chen Yun had in choosing a concubine for her husband, "beautiful and
resonant," especially "resonant" is really a literati standard for the characters in
a person, a painting, or a piece of literary work.
"Resonance" (yun

~&)

is originally a word of music, means the

harmonious effect of sounds, then it becomes a word to judge the quality of
calligraphy and painting, and finally surpasses every ideal and becomes the
highest standard of all arts and literature, as well as people's, especially
woman's inner nature or quality. According to Qian Zhongshu

~~

ffii ~

(1910-1998), the most important work discussing "resonance" is Poetry Eyes

From Hidden Stream (Qian xi shi yan

5~5jkw§~)

written by Fan Wen

m5~

(?-?), a Song scholar in the twelfth century. Fan not only defines that
"resonance" is '''to have more meaning' than what is overtly expressed
Z~l!Jm,"

:fi~~~

but also stated that "resonance" comes from '''having more' than what

is expressed ~±JJ'2':fi~~." According to Fan, although yun or "resonance" has
a long history, it was only in the Jin Dynasty -'§"{i; (265-420) people started to

187

talk it apart from its original meaning of sound in music, and it is mainly in the
Northern Song, that "resonance" became dominant ideal for all arts including
calligraphy, painting, and poetry:
Today we understand that for beauty to be fully realized in any field,
"resonance" must be present. If "resonance" is not dominant, the beauty
will be lost. This single idea, 'resonance,' .. , can be used to evaluate all
earlier writings in a way that is free of error, and it also surpassed all the
other ideals in the arts, and not paling before any or all of them.259
The finest writing, according to Fan, though combines many ideals, must
keep them "veiled and hidden," so that it appears externally simple and bland,
but will convey "a flavor that is profound and unending." In terms of poetry, Fan
believes that Tao Qian was the best poet to exemplify the "resonance" in
literature:
It's only Tao Qian who combines together all the marvels yet does
not reveal the 'tip of the sword.' That is why his poetry is said to appear
unadorned but in fact is colorful, to appear emaciated but in fact is sleek
and plump, to seem at first disorderly and undisciplined yet upon reading
and rereading, one sees that it is exceptional .... This is why among all
poets, ancient or modern, Tao Qian is the preeminent. 260
Fan Wen also applied his concept of "resonance" to the manner and
deeds of people. He believed that "The activities of the ancient sages and the
meritorious deeds of the ancients all evidence the same quality" as "having
more" but not expressing them openly. Fan concluded that "resonance has had
uninterrupted presence from ancient to modern times."261
Qian Zhongshu not only introduced Fan's insightful arguments of Fan
Wen, but also stated that Fan Wen was "The first Chinese scholar to take
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'resonance' and apply it universally to calligraphy, painting, and poetry." Fan's
whole work, though long lost, has been the best in talking about the topic
"resonance" regarding comprehensiveness and consistency?62
Apart from Fan Wen, in talking about "resonance" in calligraphy and
painting, Qian quoted painters such as Jing Hao

M~~

(fl. 895-907) and Han

Zhuo ~tflli (fl. 1095-1125), both believed that "resonance" refers to "depicti ng
forms by hiding and revealing, filing out in a way that is not ordinary." In talking
about "resonance" in poetry, Qian quoted Sikong Tu
and Van Yu

~)j)j

P]~1il

(837-908), Su Shi,

(fI.1200). For Sikong Tu, "resonance" means "image that lies

beyond the imagery and the scene that lies beyond the scenery;" for Su Shi, it
refers to "What the viewer or the reader gets beyond the image or apprehends
beyond the words." For Van Yu, "resonance" means "The words come to an
end, but their meaning has no end.,,263
All the meanings of "resonance" quoted here by Qian are very close to
the meaning of another Chinese ideal of all arts, "implicit or reserve" (hanxu
~),

~

which was discussed in Chapter Three of this study. When "resonance" is

the highest value of beauty in any field, as the "flavor beyond flavor,,264
summarized by Shen Hao

~xM

(ca. 1648-1725), then it is naturally applied to

people's character or inner nature, especially for women. If

"mei~"

or beauty

is something said, "yun" or "resonance" is "having more" but unsaid. However,
when you ready to appreciate it, it's profound and endless. Fan Wen did not
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specify what "resonance" means for a woman, whereas Li Yu in the early Qing
time, put forward another word for the similar character in a woman, "taidu ~~
Jjf" or "meitaifJJ§~," which Hanan believed that the English words "charm" and
"grace" would do the justice:
Charm in a woman is like the flame in the fire, the glow in the lamp,
the luster of jewels and precious metals---something without form rather
than with form. It is precisely because it is a thing and yet not a thing,
because it is formless and yet seems to possess form, that I call it a
transcendent thing. A 'transcendent thing' means something uncanny,
265
something that cannot be explained in words.
Be it "resonance" or "charm," what Chen Yun was looking for in Hanyuan
is really very high regarding the meaning and the historical development of the
concept yun. If she was only looking for a concubine for her husband, yun
would be unnecessary at all. Indeed she was looking for some literati comrade
who had more than outside beauty.
Secondly, Chen Yun's pledge of sisterhood with a prostitute was also
unconventional. It was unnecessary for her to become sworn sister of
Hanyuan simply to get the latter as the concubine of Shen Fu. By doing so, she
expressed her true feeling towards Hanyuan as a sister-literatus, though it was
in fact scandalous in the eyes of others, because it lowered her and her
family's social status. It was also possible that she was inspired by the
protagonists in the play Lianxiangban who became sworn sisters first and
wives of the same husband later. However, the real reason behind this act of
indiscretion was more likely the financial problem the couple had been facing
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for long. Without the money to satisfy the expectation of Hanyuan's mother,
Chen Yun had no other choice but to win the heart of Hanyuan first. Here Chen
Yun's talent was quick in action again.
Thirdly, Chen Yun's waiting in the hope that Hanyuan is committed to
their sister's bond and love is the most romantic but unrealistic literati way of
thinking. She lived in her dream and when the reality finally woke her up, she
could never fully recover from the "betray" of Hanyuan, who in fact was only an
image she created.
The relationship of Chan Yun and Hanyuan had not been discussed as
something special before the 1980s, because to the readers of the generation
of Lin Yutang or earlier, men that have more than one wife were not
uncommon in their time, especially for the members of the rich or ruling class
in the society. To be tolerant to concubines or other women of their husbands,
is considered one of the virtues of married women, and moreover, according to
the Qing marriage law that was not abandoned until 1930, if a wife is jealous,
such as in objecting to her husband taking an additional wife or concubine, the
man can divorce her for this reason alone. 266 Therefore, Chen Yun only did
what a "good wife" would do in her time and nothing special.
However, after the half century social and cultural changes in the
Chinese society, and after the long absence of the reader's response aroused
by Fusheng liu ji, many critics in the 1980s and after either took the episode of
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Hanyuan as the expression of strong, unselfish love Chen Yun had for her
husband, or the erotic homosexual desire between two women, like the two
girls depicted by Li Yu in Lianxianban, or Women in Love, as translated by
Patrick Hanan. A few critics even went to the extreme to see the feeling Chen
Yun held for Hanyuan from the perspectives of the postmodern queer theory.267
The first opinion, that Chen Yun loved her husband so much that even
wanted to get her a "beautiful and resonant" concubine, had aroused criticism
and pity for Chen Yun to see her as the victim of the "feudal suppression of
women" in the imperial time. Although Chen Yun was already a daring person
with the awoken individualism and modern characteristics, she was seen as
still deeply confined by the norms and the conventions of the society. Her
endeavor to get Hanyuan was seen as efforts to win further love from her
husband as a tolerant, unselfish, "one of the loveliest" woman, from the point of
view of man. Yu Pingbo, who seemed also agree this kind of opinion, said in
his third preface for Fusheng liu ji in 1981 that both Chen Yun and Shen Fu
made mistakes. For Chen Yun, she mistook her husband's intension and made
sacrifice in order to satisfy his will; as for Shen Fu, he was the one who should
be blamed mostly. Yu Pingbo did not further explain why, but perhaps, he had
Shen Fu's trip to Guangdong in mind when he said so. Shen Fu never
mentioned if he had talked about Xi'er, the girl from the Guangdong boat
brothel he had with Chen Yun. However, it was the concubine of his cousin Xu
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Xiufeng brought home from the same trip Shen Fu made, who had solicited
Chen Yun's concrete idea of getting her husband a concubine according to her
standard. In Chapter Four Shen Fu also said he suggested his cousin bought
the girl home instead of staying Guangdong. Anyway, Chen Yun might also
hear about Xi'er from their cousin.
Kuang Yanzi's research mentioned some critics who argued that Chen
Yun had the homosexual or even bisexual desire for Hanyuan, which Kuang
thought should be suspended in the realm of possibility. He also suggested
that not to use too eagerly the most modern concepts and reflections in the
case of Chen Yun. 268 The author of the current study agreed Kuang's
arguments, because as Carroll Smith-Rosenberg proposed, we must "view
sexual and emotional impulses as part of a continuum or spectrum of affect
gradations strongly effected by cultural norms and arrangements, a continuum
influenced in part by observed and thus learned behavior." According to
Rosenberg, the way we view human love and sexuality with a dichotomized
universe of deviance and normality in the twentieth century, is "alien to the
emotions and attitudes of the nineteenth-century and fundamentally distorts
the nature of these women's emotional interaction.,,269 Although she was
talking about the women in the western countries, it is also valid in the way to
view the situation in the late eighteenth and earlier nineteenth century China.
Shen Fu never hinted any erotic love between the two women. When
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Chen Yun was invited to see the concubine of Shen Fu's cousin Xu Xiufeng,
she already had the ideal image of the future concubine of her husband: a girl
both beautiful and resonant. In her opinion, the concubine of Xu was "beautiful
but not resonant," whereas the other women in the big family, probably
possessed neither beauty nor resonance. When she saw Hanyuan two years
later, "they instinctively took to each other like old friends" and Chen Yun told
Shen Fu that she had found a girl who had both qualities, and she would make
arrangements to get Hanyuan for him. Shen Fu was shocked:
"You know we are not a wealthy family. We can't afford to keep a girl
like that, and we are so happily married. Why do you want to find
somebody else?"
"But I love her," said YOn smilingly. "You just leave it to me.,>270
These were the only words in Fusheng liu ji Chen Yun talked about her
feeling towards Hanyuan. When Shen Fu joked about the play Lianxiangban
and asked her if Chen Yun wanted to enact the comedy right in their home.
Chen Yun gave an affirmative answer.271 However, this does not necessarily
mean that the love of Chen Yun was a sexual one.
The story of Lianxiangban is about two women, Miss Cui and Miss Cao
who fell in love to each other during their visit to a temple in the same day.
They liked each other so much that they pledged to become husband and wife
in their next incarnation. Miss Cui was married already to a Mr. Fan, so she
persuaded Miss Cao to marry her husband as a concubine so that they two
could live together in this life, too. As the father of Miss Cao hated to see her
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became a concubine, the two women went through many difficulties and finally
lived in the same family as two wives of Mr. Fan, and lived happily as
"dreaming the same dream during the night, and making up together in the
early morning. Now we can see the beautiful faces of each other in one mirror,
and can accompany one another side by side in the heart of the big mention

Li Yu was one of the most highly productive and innovative writers and
artist in the Qing time. Li Yu had been such an "all around man" that perhaps
only the prominent figures in the Renaissance Italy such as Leon Battista
Alberti had lived a busy and productive life as he did. Li Yu "pursued a
precarious and controversial but intermittently successful career as a
free-lance

printer,

bookdealer,

writer,

garden

architect,

and theatrical

manager." 273 Among his ten most famous plays, Uanxiangban aroused
critiques from the very beginning it came to stage in the seventeenth-century.
Patrick Hanan tended to view the two women in the play, particularly
Miss Cui, is interested in erotic love between women, and is "a mastermind
who carries out a daring scheme in the interests of her own love.,,274 Hanan
also believed that the play had made Li Yu to flee because the play's lesbian
(actually bisexual) passion caused such a scandal in the district in Hangzhou
where the author Iived.
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Eric P. Henry, however, saw the play from the
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perspective of pursuing of originality of the author and therefore is "a good
example of the strangeness Li Yu reverenced":
What Li Yu demanded of himself in nearly every instance was not
simply to think of a new plot, but to think of a new type of plot: a story
involving some unprecedented situation or relationship having
conceptual and structural consequences affecting the whole
compositi on. 276
In other words, according to Eric P. Henry, not only the plots in the play,
but also the relationship between two women, are the products of the inventive
Li Yu who is "obsessive" in new ideas in his writings. Li claimed in Xianqing ou

ji

igj'r1H~%

that he had never done anything of "chewing other men's spittle

and claiming it as the fresh blossoms of my own tongue.,,277 At the end of

Uanxiangban, he did write some final words that the type of the relationship
between Miss Cui and Miss Cao had never been described in plays before (jIJ
~Jlt~ A:5ld$); therefore he endeavored to depict it in

Uanxiangban. Although

ribaldry is a character in Li Yu's writings, especially his novels and plays, which
according to Hanan, is related to Li Yu's efforts of making a living, the erotic
part of same sex love in two women is basically limited to the lines of the
female servant when she jokes. The major reason for the two women falling
love to each other is they are the same type woman: beautiful and talented, as
Li Yu stated at the beginning of the playas introduction: "the real beauty is
never jealous towards others who are truly beautiful, and only the real talented
person can understand how to cherish the one who is talented ~ -ES {OJ I'fil ,~
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E ' ~;tfrElMt~;t."278

Miss Cao, who loved Miss Cui because of her literary

talent, argued how to distinguish love from lust in the play. Her words might be
helpful in the understanding of the love between the two women in
Lianxiangban:

From the viewpoint of the heart it is love, but from the viewpoint of
the bedchamber it is lust. Only if you set your mind on the illicit
bedchamber will you suffer from lovesickness, and even if you die of it,
you'll be no romantic lover, just a lustful ghost. 279
Miss Cao was ready to die for her romantic love towards Miss Cui and
expressed her love by becoming the concubine of her husband: "I could even
die for her, so does it really matter marrying her husband as a second wife 15
[6j151~

, ~~~~{:&/f:'-1~?,,280 It was this kind of love that Chen Yun was

looking for from Hanyuan. What she desperately needed was similar to the
"sisterhood" advocated by the modern and post modern feminists such as Rich
or Virginia Woolf. Woolf stated that "sometimes women do like women,"
because only women can understand other women.

281

In Chen Yun's

circumstances, what she truly wanted from Hanyuan was the "power of
sisterhood", i.e., deep understanding and unconditional support. Unfortunately
her hope was thwarted in the late imperial China.
What does it mean for Chen Yun to be a female literatus? It provides
meaning for her life, gives channels for the expressing of her love for literature
and art, and also her love for her literati husband and friend, Shen Fu. In
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looking back on her life, she realized that she had failed to be a good
daughter-in-law though she had tried hard, but she did not regret much
because she had times in her life "as happy as a fairy," the moments she lived
as a literatus:
As I look back upon the twenty-three years of our married life, I know
that you have loved me and been most considerate to me, in spite of all
my faults. I am happy to die with a husband and understanding friend like
you and I have no regrets. Yes, I have been as happy as a fairy at times,
with my warm cotton clothing and frugal but full meals and the happy
home we had. 282
At the end of her life, what she remembered was how they used to enjoy
themselves "amongst springs and rocks, as at the Ts'anglang Pavilion and the
Hsiaoshuanglou," not as wife and husband, but two literati instead. Chen Yun's
ideal place for this kind of literati life was depicted in the following passage:
Some day we must build a cottage here. We'll buy ten movl83 of
ground around the cottage, and see to our servants planting in the fields
vegetables and melons to be sold for the expenses of our daily meals.
You will paint and I will do embroidery, from which we could make
enough money to buy wine for entertaining our friends who will gather
here together to compose poems. Thus, clad in simple gowns and eating
simple meals, we could live a very happy life together without going
anywhere. 284
It was also Shen Fu's "Arcadia" or its Chinese counterpart, "the
Peach-blossom Spring" of Tao Qian, which has been echoing in the works of
Chinese literati for many generations, and it will still seem attractive
continually.
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CHAPTER V

PLAY LITERATI: MEANING OF ARTISTIC CREATION

In talking about the experience of art, Hans-Georg Gadamer stated that
"of all the things that confront us in nature and history, it is the work
of art that speaks to us most directly. It possesses a mysterious intimacy
that grips our entire being, as if there were no distance at all between us
and the work and every encounter with it were an encounter with
ourselves.,,285
What speaks to us directly in Fusheng liu ji with all the artistic creations
of Shen Fu and Chen Yun? What did those works of art mean for them then
and what do they mean for us now? If we look at the memoir from the point of
view of Gadamer's aesthetics, his insight on the ontology of the work of art will
help us to realize what the truth Fusheng liu ji reveals to us, and also what we
can discover about ourselves through this work of art, just as Gadamer pointed
out clearly:
The work of art that says something confronts us with ourselves.
That is, it expresses something in such a way that what is said is like a
discovery, a disclosure of something previously concealed. 286
Fusheng liu ji recorded many artistic creations of Shen Fu and Chen Yun.

The couple had indeed made their daily life a work of art. This chapter will
focus on the artistic way of living of Shen Fu and Chen Yun, the creations they
endeavored and achieved, and argues that among all their creative activities,
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the most important and successful creation is the performance, or, using the
term of Gadamer, the play, of literati. Their humble dreams and tender love,
their temporary happiness but long-lasting financial struggle, and their artist
spirit that lit up their daily life, and so on, were portrayed so well in Fusheng liu
ji, that they had become the icons or the representatives of the Chinese

traditional literati. In their wholehearted play of the literati, they exemplified the
Taoist spirit of living as a part of the nature, the artistic imagination in everyday
living, and the amateur attitude towards their social roles. Indeed, the two
players had made their own life a work of art, and its significance, though might
not be defined or understood by the two players, but striking and griping
readers of all time, is how to prolong the short "interval" of life, to make it full
and expand, so the failure becomes victory, and instant becomes eternal.
Unfortunately, most of the artistic creations of Shen Fu and Chen Yun,
like so many artistic productions of the human beings in history, had already
disappeared long ago. The white blossom-shaped dish holder that Chen Yun
made for Shen Fu, or the clothes or cups or shoes and all the embroidery
works she made for herself and other family members, and the "alive screens"
that she created in country home of her friend Mrs. Hua, or the landscape
painting Shen Fu painted after his enjoyable trip to the Wuyin Temple, or the
seals he carved with the inscription "®~±±tittit~~~" meaning that they
wish to remaining husband and wife in endless incarnations, and etc, are all
lost in time excepting perhaps only a few landscape paintings and calligraphy
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works of Shen Fu, that might still be treasured by some antique collectors or
art lovers but unknown to the world. Some artistic works of the couple even
perished in the witness of the two. For instance, the beautiful and rare type of
orchid flower that they loved so much was killed by someone in the big family
pouring hot water on it; the miniature of mountain and river in a basin designed
and cultivated by the couple for several months was destroyed by fighting cats
in the blink of eyes. In such cases, perhaps the words of the poet Li Shangyin

*Fmll!

(ca. 813-858) of Tang Dynasty can be used to express the emotion of

the couple: "This feeling might have become a thing to be remembered, IOnly,
at the time you were already bewildered and lost Jlt't~PJ1~mzffit~

,Nt]

f~."

According to Li Zeng,

, 7tl:I~:&,8~E

this couplet demonstrated the "lucid

comprehension of life" of the Li Shangyin. Life, with all its love and feelings,
happens and disappears. It is indeed dreamlike and unreal, because even at
the time when it happens, it is already obscure and confusing. 287
Fortunately, the four chapters of Fusheng liu ji had survived in which
Shen Fu recorded their artistic way of living, the self-presentation of the most
important creation of the couple: their playing of literati. It is necessary to make
clear that the life of Shen Fu and Chen Yun referred in this chapter is the life
depicted in Fusheng liu ji only, since the couple had left almost nothing in the
historical record apart from this memoir, which is deserved to be considered a
work of art. To see their life as the "playing of literati" is to see it in the light of
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Gadamer's notion of play, such as "art is play,,288, or that play is "the mode of
work of art" 289. The play or theater metaphor was probably already very
popular even when William Shakespeare used it in 1599 in his pastoral
comedy As You Like It. The famous monologue goes as below:
All the world's a stage, lAnd all the men and women merely players;
!They have their exits and their entrances, lAnd one man in his time
plays many parts.
The voice of Shakespeare still echoes in our time in the songs of Elvis
Presley, Rush, Madonna, and certainly many more. Perhaps Rush's song
"Limelight" in 1981 is the version that is most close to Gadamer:
All the world's indeed a stage, lAnd we are merely players:
IPerformers and portrayers, lEach another's audience, IOutside the
gilded cage. 290
By using the play metaphor to understand art, Gadamer captured the
ontological meaning of play, that is not "a form of disengaged, disinterested
exercise of subjectivity, but is rather something that has its own order and
structure to which one is given over.,,291 According to Gadamer's writing in the
chapters on aesthetics in Truth and Method, as well as in "The Relevance of

the Beautiful" and other his later works, the mode of play is self-presentation;
the subjectivity of the play is not player but play itself; and so on. Gadamer's
view on play can help us to better understand Fusheng liu ji as a work of art
and the artistic life of Shen Fu and Chen Yun. Before we discuss how the
couple played in their lifelong game acting as literati, the reason why they
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played literati has to be addressed first. It is related to the literati identity of
Shen and Chen Yun that was discussed in chapter four of the current
dissertation, where the literati identity, including its social construction and
meaning in the life of the couple was elaborated in the light of the social
construction of reality theory of Berger and Luckmann. As a literatus who been
denied the road to the ruling class, Shen Fu was a marginal member of the
literati, and his wife, Chen Yun, being a woman, and married to a poor literatus,
was not a literatus in the eyes of her contemporary people but had also
complicated her life by being able to read and write and be fond of the literati
way of life. Frequently poverty-stricken, out-cast by their parents and relatives,
they were far from the "typical" literati often associated with high rank official's
positions, financial wellbeing and cultural privileges. Nevertheless, Shen Fu
and Chen Yun lived their life playing literati wholeheartedly, no matter how
frequently the odds were against them. Because to be literati paved them
paths to express their love for literature and art, and also their love for each
other not only as husband and wife, but also as literati comrades. To be literati
allowed them to use their talent and imagination to the fullest extend in order to
live up to the literati ideals. It also granted them chances and excuses of
indulging themselves in their literati dreams. In the end, it provided meaning of
life to the couple, who as Lin Yutang remarked, conducted a humble but
happily lived life, which is "the most beautiful thing in the universe.,,292
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Since playing literati had great significance for Shen Fu and Chen Yun,
they played the game with strong commitment and great success. The current
chapter firstly focuses on the roles and settings Shen Fu and Chen Yun played,
followed by a discussion on the meaning of the artistic creation of Shen Fu and
Chen Yun.

1. Three Roles: Part Time Hermit, Artist, and Amateur
Shen Fu and Chen Yun played three roles under the general cover of
"literati": "part time hermit" in nature, artist at home, and amateur in almost
everything outside of their home but related to the social, political and
economic aspects of life.

(1) Part time hermits in nature
The "part time hermits" refer to the nature-lovers who frequently sought
reclusion and comfort in nature, enjoying beautiful mountains and rivers and
other natural or even manmade sceneries whenever they had the chances,
and with the role model of the real hermits such as Tao Qian in their mind,
although never really had the motivation and determination to live the reclusive
life as Tao did. The traditional Chinese hermits who escaped from the society
had mainly some political reasons. Wolfgang Bauer analyzed the Chinese
eremitism and pointed out that the notion of "escape" (yin ~) and "hiding" (yi
~),

as well as "solitude" (du j§!j), is essential in China for eremitism in general.

He also concluded that there are three roots for the Chinese eremitism
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including (1) the "desire for autonomy" than to "sacrifice oneself for ruler or
society;" (2) the "aspiration to save and fulfill one's life in a natural
environment;" and (3) the "retreat out of protest" to an unworthy ruler.293 While
Bauer had the scholar-officials (shidafu

±::kx) in mind when he did his

research on eremitism, Shen Fu and Chen Yun were only poor and low rank
literati playing the role of the "part time hermit," because they did not possess
either the social statues or the fames as those "professional" hermits such as
Boyi {B~ and Shuqi rr-~~ in the beginning of the Zhou Dynasty }i§1{-l(;
(around B.C.1 046), or the Shangshan Si Hao

fJ5LlJl2..Qe*

in the beginning of the

Han Dynasty (around B.C.206). They also lacked of the motivation of the
above mentioned hermits who wanted to escape from the ruler and the society
they believed not worthy of serving, or to seek solitude and peace in the nature.
Nevertheless, it is clear that Shen Fu and Chen Yun inherited the Taoist spirit
of the hermits that seek to be comforted and nourished in the beautiful and
refreshing nature, escaping even if only shortly from their low social status and
ever worsening economic conditions.
The most influencing role model of the hermits of all time is Tao Qian,
whose poetry and prose of his life as a recluse has been the rich source of
inspiration of all the nature lovers in Chinese literature and art. The
Peach-blossom Spring, a hermit utopia he had created in his prose "The
Peach-blossom Spring f~t:(E;)]l§G," had inspired poets and artists for centuries,
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because it had depicted "a remote sanctuary where the inhabitants, isolated
from the vicissitudes of the outside world, enjoyed an untrammeled and happy
existence.,,294 Similar to the pastoral paradise "Arcadia" created by Vigil, the
Peach-blossom Spring is also a utopia originated from a work of literature
instead of myth or religious archives. In other words, it is a work of art. Its
significance for the Chinese literati is very similar as Arcadia has for the
Western literature tradition, because it "offered a highly efficient means of
presenting contemporary problems in the reflection of their possible
solutions.,,295 Iser's description of the importance of Arcadia which "seemed to
vouchsafe the immutability of Nature and to offer a solid alternative to the
changes of the historical world,,296 can be equally adequate for the
Peach-blossom Spring. As a recluse who chose to quit the officer's position in
order to live as a farmer and cultivate his true self .~ in the pure nature, his
life is more legendary than anyone else in the Chinese literature regarding the
man-nature relations. His most known poem "Gui yuan tian ju, no. 1
~-"

*w[!]EB@

explains his feeling toward the nature:
From early days I I have been at odds with the world; IMy instinctive
love is hills and mountains .. .lSimplicity intact, I have returned to
farm .. .lFor long I was a prisoner in a cagel And now, I have my freedom
back again. 297
To Tao Qian, withdrawal from the world and returning to the nature was

the renewing of his life. Shen Fu and Chen Yun certainly shared his feeling of
294
295
296

297

Geremie R. Barme, "Introduction," 1.
Iser, Prospecting, 75.
Ibid., 78.
Tao Qian, "Gui yuan tian ju zhi yi," 206.

206

the escaping prisoner and his profound love of nature. However, as poor literati
lived in city with their parents and other family members, they had no land to
return to and no farms to take care of. What they were able to manage was to
visit some scenery places as often as they could. The couple visited some
places together, and Shen Fu traveled more places than the ordinary literati
since as a "shiye" he traveled often with the officials he served. In Chapter
Four of Fusheng Iiu ji, Shen Fu mentioned about fifty single places including
temples and historical relics scattered in about eight provinces that he had set
foot on. However, the places he and Chen Yun went together were recorded
with more details and feelings. As a married woman with bond feet, Chen Yun
could not travel freely to any places far away from home. When Shen Fu had
to go by boat and pass by Taihu Lake to attend the funeral of his father's friend,
Chen Yun went together secretly in the excuse of visiting her mother. When
she finally reached to the Tahu Lake and saw the vastness of the water, she
was so happy and proud for herself:
"So this is Taihu!" YOn exclaimed. "I know now how big the universe
is, and I have not lived in vain! I think a good many ladies never see such
a view in their whole lifetime."298

Then they went by boat and on the way home stopped at the Bridge of
Ten Thousand Years to watch the moon and the lake in the early evening.
Shen Fu wrote a most poetic passage about the experience:
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The sun had not yet gone down. And we let down all the windows to
allow the river breeze to come in, and there, dressed in light silk and
holding a silk fan, we sliced a melon to cool ourselves. Soon the evening
glow was casting a red hue over the bridge, and the distant haze
enveloped the willow trees in twilight. The moon was then coming up,
and all along the river we saw a stretch of lights coming from the fishing
boats. 299
They also had delicious food and wine on the boat in the company of the
daughter of the boatman. Such luxuries were short and rare in the couple's life:
in fact, this trip was the only real sightseeing trip the couple went together
mentioned in the memoir.
Visiting gardens near their home was easier. Canglang Pavilion, the
famous garden built and named by the Song literati Su Shunqin ~~~.x
(1008-1048), was in the neighborhood before the Shen family moved away.
The memory of their visiting to the beautiful Canglang often hovered back and
became one of the best memories in their life of playing literati.
As a private garden, Canglang Pavilion )t)~ T has too many symbolic
meanings associated to the literati culture. Surrounded by a creak outside of its
gate, it features also with a pavilion named "Canglang Pavilion" on the top of its
small hill, hence the name of the entire garden. Su Shunqin bought the long
deserted place and built it a garden with the pavilion in the year 1044 and
moved there in about 1045. Famous for his poetry and calligraphy works in his
time but persecuted for his political opinions, he lost his governmental position
and moved to Suzhou from the northern capital Bianjing
299
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51'*, or Kaifeng lffli1

-----------

in today's Henan Province. Su Shunqin named his own garden Canglang
Pavilion, which came from the ancient folk song quoted in Meng zi

~JE."

:titr, Chu

The literally meaning is "if the water of Canglang is clean, I can use it to

wash my official's hat; if it is dirty, I can use it to wash my feet," while the true
indication is "to serve the ruler if the political time is right, and retire to the
nature if things get ugly." In his collection of poetry Canglang ji chao 5~5~:m~Y,
Su Shunqin also wrote many poems related to the garden and his life as a
retired scholar-official there. One of them titled "Visiting the Canglang Pavilion
by foot alone ~~w5~5~¥" pictured well his garden and his feeling in the
nature alone:

The flowering branches are low and the grass is all green, / Horses
are no good for the paths so I went by walking. / From now and then I
went alone with my wine in hand, Mlhen I became drank and fell to sleep
only the spring breeze would notice. 30o
The trees, grass in the garden and the spring breeze were not bothered
often by horses and carriages that carried important officials on them. They
were close and understanding to the poet like his friends; therefore though he
was alone in the garden, he was not lonely. In Canglang Pavilion, Su Shunqin
had found himself healed spiritually and physically after the defeat in the
political battle in which he was only a victim. During the time he stayed in the
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Song capital Bianjing after his post was deprived, he had to live very carefully:
"I dared not to displease people, nor to speak out my political opinions. I was
only able to agree the others and twist my own heart and minds /F!&~8A~

E. '

/F!&~g1fHB~$

, !l.iJ;RLT '

IL,\~~!lIJlli/FIrFJ."

However, after he moved to

Canglang Pavilion, he had been freed of all the troubles in the office and could
relax his body and spirit in nature:

Whenever I have the desire, I can go by my small boat out of the
Pan Gate or the Chang Gate of Suzhou, shouting and sightseeing
among the rivers and mountains. The local tea and wine are good
enough to make my worries disappear, and the vegetable Chuncai and
the fish perch, also rice and crabs can satisfy my taste of food. There are
also many great monks and hermits, temples and scenery spots in the
region. In my garden, I have trees, rare flowers and rocks, winding ponds
and tall buildings. Accompanied by them as well as the birds and fish
there, I don't even notice the time goes by. That's why I will end my life
here and never want to leave again.301
According to Ji Jin, Su Shunqin's life as a recluse living in Canglang
Pavilion and his writings about his life there had aroused admiration even envy
among his literati friends such as the great literary figures Ouyang Xiu, Mei
Yaochen

fij%E2

(1002-1060), Han Wei ~~£t (1017-1098) and so on. They

also wrote poems or articles expressing their admiration for Su Shunqin's new
life and their love for Canglang Pavilion. 302 Su Shunqin was one of the lucky
scholar-officials who could afford the lUXUry of a real garden.
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Canglang Pavilion had different owners after Su Shunqin, but kept the
name and also a famous couplet hang at the front pillars of Canglang Pavilion
that was two sentences picked from the poems of Su Shunqin and Ouyang Xiu:
"Fresh wind and bright moon are by nature priceless ~~JW,~ A :<f;:~{Jl" (by
Ouyang Xiu) and "water close to us and hills far away all have feelings ~t!:7J<.m
LlJ§-*H~" (by Su Shunqin). Every visitor, hermit or not, enjoyed the priceless

wind and moon light in the garden, and shared the friendly feeling of the
surrounding water and hills. The quiet comfort and refreshing power of nature
are always what human beings can seek and find, even in the Chinese
classical private gardens, which are in fact literati artistic creations.
Zhou Weiquan pointed out that the designing and building of private
gardens in Suzhou and other cities such as Luoyang ~~~~ and Hangzhou can
be traced back to the Tang Dynasty, but the major development took place in
the Song Dynasty, accompanied and influenced by the achievements in the
Chinese painting. To certain extent, many painters were also the garden
owners or designers, and the painting theory naturally became the theory of
garden designing, toO.303 It is generally acknowledged that "wenren hua

XA

~," the amateur scholar painting, started in the Tang and Song, matured under

the creation of the great literati such as Wang Wei
and Mi Fu

*ffi

.::E~t

(701-761), Su Shi,

(1051-1107), who were scholar-officials that combine their

talents in poetry, calligraphy and painting and became those who possessed

30)
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the "three perfections ~w~ -~'B." When those social elites were guided by
the Taoist spirit that emphasizes the importance of nature, and values the
oneness of nature and man, the literati painting finally became the unique
artistic and philosophical representatives of Chinese culture. Murck and Fong
stated the core features of the "wenren hua" that produced by those literati:
Combining painting with poetry and calligraphy, they produced a
new kind of art known as amateur scholar painting, which, unlike the
realistic narrative mode of the artisan or professional court painters, was
an evocation of reality as perceived through the emotional being of the
a rtise04
Thus the mountains and water, trees and flowers, bamboo huts or wood
bridges and so on in those paintings were not the realistic narrative of the real
world, but the ideal world of the literati, and they designed their gardens the
same way. Tong Jun jt~ (1900-1983) made clear that "A Chinese garden is
indeed a landscape painting in three dimensions, but like Chinese painting, it is
subjective." "It is essentially for contemplation and solitude.,,305 Meanwhile, the
scholar-officials tried to return to the nature in order to cultivate their spirit as
well as escape from the danger in their political life. However, most of them
could not live in the country like Tao Qian and endure and hardship he suffered,
or live in other remote areas like some Buddhist or Taoist monks had done.
Thus private gardens became the substitution of their "Peach-blossom Spring"
where they can not only wonder (ke you

PJ}Qt) and travel (ke shang PJ1''J), but

also look out and see afar (ke wang PJ~) and last but not least, to dwell

304
305

Alfreda Murck and Wen, C. Fong, Words and Images, xvi.
Tong Jun, "Chinese Gardens," 222-223.

212

peacefully (ke ju

DJft5) within their own paradise on the earth, as the Song

Dynasty artist Guoxi

~[3?!~

work Lin quan gao zhi

(ca. 1023-1085) summarized in his painting theory

***r6:J¥5<:.

In addition, whenever the scholar-officials

were summoned by the emperor, they could easily return to the court to serve.
This is the ideal life of the "middle hermit cp~," coined and advocated by the
Tang poet Bai Juyi. The middle hermit, who is neither as the "small hermit"
which lives in the deserted place and suffer the poverty and material
deprivation, nor as the "great hermit" that lives in the court facing constant
political danger, but lives in the man-made nature in the city, the private
gardens. Those followers of Bai Juyi in the Tang and late dynasties not only
built their private gardens but also produced theories of the garden
architecture designing according to their ideal way of the "middle hermit." In
Suzhou alone, there were more than two hundred gardens built in the Ming
and Qing time 306 that made the cities' fame of "the earthly paradises" together
with its literati painters and beautiful women.
According to Zhou Weiquan, the Song style of gardens have the
characteristics including (1) simple scenery but with profound meaning
(2) integrated as a whole with few items instead of crowded and trivial
elegant and aloof instead of vulgar and low

ft¥5<:;

harmonious with the surrounding environment

FJj~;
iEJft~)j;

and (4) natural and

7(f~.

These characteristics of

the Song private gardens are associated with the literati paintings, and are
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(3)

also important and salient in the Ming and Qing gardens. 30 ?
Canglang Pavilion exemplifies well the above mentioned features of the
classical Chinese garden. When UNESCO named the garden one of the four
"masterpieces of Chinese landscape gardens," because in it "art, nature, and
ideas are integrated perfectly to create ensembles of great beauty and
peaceful harmony." It also describes the garden as below:
It is reached across a zigzag stone bridge, when the mountains,
covered with old trees and bamboo, suddenly become visible. The square
pavilion stands on top of one of the mountains, inscribed with an
appropriate text. 308
In fact, from what Shen Fu recorded in Fusheng liu ji, when he and Chen
Yun visited the garden in 1780, what they had seen in the garden is quite the
same as the UNESCO description:
We passed a bridge, entered a gate, turned eastwards and followed
a zigzag path into the place, where we saw huge grottoes and abundant
green trees ... The Pavilion stood on the top of a hill. Going up by the
steps to the top, one could look around for miles, where in the distance
chimney smoke arose from the cottages against the background of
clouds of rainbow hues. 309
However, Shen Fu took good care of this visit and made arrangements
with the watchman of the garden, so there were no other visitors in the evening
and thus made the atmosphere more like that they were in their own garden.
Although Shen Fu and Chen Yun did not have official positions to quit, no
political enemies or persecutions threatening their life, still they felt the same
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purifying power of the nature as Su Shunqin felt at the same location about
seven hundred years before them. The couplet hang in front of them with the
words composed by Su Shunqin and his friend Ouyang Xiu reminded them
how generous the nature is: the fresh wind and bright moon are always
priceless, and the close by rivers and far away mountains are forever friendly
and comforting. While they were sitting inside the pavilion and felt they were
far away from the mundane world and became the part of the nature, their
feeling at that moment would be similar to what Tao Qian had written about his
secret of living among people as living in a remote place: You have to detach
your mind from the worldly desires and make it "remote" first. Although
Canglang Pavilion is in fact in the middle of the city, their literati mind has made
it a remote place.

After a while, the moon had already arisen from behind the forest,
and the breeze was playing about our sleeves, while the moon's image
sparkled in the rippling, and all worldly cares were banished from our
breasts. 31o
At this moment, they have become part of the nature. Time and space,
the past and the present, nature and human, subject and object, and so on,
have become the "One." This was the beginning of their life of playing literati.
Shen Fu and Chen Yun, both were merely eighteen years old, were so
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infatuated by the magic of Canglang Pavilion and what it "said" to them, that
they identified themselves with the literati from this point on, and continued
their lifelong play of the "part time hermit."

The summer they spent in a countrywoman's house in Jingmuqiao was
another experience of playing the "part time hermit." After the big family moved
to Cangmixiang, they were not able to visit Canglang Pavilion so easily and
Chen Yun's relationship with the in-laws was getting difficult. When they heard
that a peasant woman had a cottage with country views, they went there for a
short stay. They did fishing under the shadow of the willow tree in the ponds
near by the cottage; they often composed poetry on the top of a mound in the
late afternoons; and they drank little wine under the moon and enjoyed the cool
night on a bamboo bed outside of the room. They also asked their peasant
neighbor to plant along the hedge some chrysanthemums. When the flowers
bloomed in the ninth moon of the year, they went again for ten days, "ate crabs
in the midst of chrysanthemums and whiled away the whole day.,,311

Chrysanthemum is a flower traditionally associated with the life of
hermits, with its nature of blooming in the fall while all other flowers disappear
under the cold whether. Also it is generally believed that the flower has power
of regenerating energy and prolonging life. Literati as early as Qu Yuan
(B.C.340-B.C.278) already took the flower as medical herb or brew wine with it.
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But it is especially connected with the life and work of Tao Qian. Susan E.
Nelson in her research on chrysanthemum paintings argues that the flower,
ever since Tao wrote his lines "Gathering chrysanthemums by the eastern
fence, / I catch sight of the Southern Mountain in the distance

*1ffiWii-r,

f~

f,03!l¥iw," has "remained closely attached to the culture of Tao Qian." The
flower represents "Tao-ness" and has a "literary heritage," therefore the
"making, owning, or admiring a chrysanthemum painting were all ways to
assert one's Tao-like qualities and siphon off some of his prestige." 312
Chrysanthemum was Shen Fu's favorite flower. In Fusheng liu ji, he had a
whole theory of how to arrange them in bottles and display them at home, that
demonstrated his qualification as a Iiteratus who possessed certain "Tao-ness"
and was familiar to Tao's heritage. By planting chrysanthemums even in a
place they rent only for a short while, he paid his homage to Tao Qian, and
shared Tao's notion of the "essential meaning J1[:~" of living close to the
nature.
(2) Artists at home

Apart from playing the role of "part time hermits," Shen Fu and Chen Yun
also played the role of artists at their home. What the couple endeavored was
to discover and create small beauty and charm on the everyday bases. Living
under the unstable income of Shen Fu or maybe the thin allowance from his
father, the couple had to limit their life style to the level of low cost and simple;
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nevertheless, they made it as elegant and pretty as possible. Their artistic
creations in their daily life can be categorized in three fields, namely food,
clothing, and home decoration. In the first two chapters of Fusheng liu ji, those
little artistic creations sparkled here and there, in the dark background of their
ever worsening financial situations and often difficult relationship with other
family members.
Shen Fu's simple but elegant taste can be seen from his ideas on food,
clothing, home decoration, garden designing, and so on. He liked to eat
vegetables and wear simple but clean clothes, and "was very keen on keeping
the place spotlessly clean.,,313 As a Qing time literatus, Shen Fu had been
trained in a holistic way meaning he not only could read and write, but was also
good at poetry, painting, calligraphy, bonsai cultivating, and so on. The
description of the ideal painter in the eighteenth century is probably not to far
from the picture of Shen Fu:
... remained a humanist, wise and erudite, adapt in poetry and
versed in calligraphy, seal-carving and other similar pursuits, with his
sense and sensibility well attuned to what was, in the broadest terms,
around him. Tempered by his wide-ranging experiences, he was also
endowed with a keen and searching intelligence which probed the depth
of reality and existence. 314
Later in his life, he started a painting shop in order to support his family.
As a poor literatus, he often used his paintings to repay his friends, after he
was treated by them for meal or trip. Yu Pingbo stated that the style of painting

313
314

Shen Fu, Six Chapters. Ill.
Chou Ju-His, "Painting Theory," 323.

218

of Shen Fu is belong to the school of the great Yuan painter Ni Zan 315 , whose
landscape painting are the best example and the most influential of the literati
paintings in terms of its theme of reclusive living and its elegant, lonesome,
and mysterious sceneries.
According to Shi Damu, some art collectors had seen Shen Fu's painting
and calligraphy work in the 1930s or even later. Tianfeng shangren, a
sina.com blogger who did not give his real name, in his blog "Tianfenglou ye
hua" provided a picture he believed painted by Shen Fu and was published in
the journal Suzhou Magazine in 1996. 316
Shen Fu's ideas of garden were certainly related to his training and taste
as a literati painter. The profound understanding of the garden designing was
also the result of his intensive traveling as a shiye for career. In the fourth
chapter of Fusheng liu ji, Shen Fu expressed many of his unique criticisms on
gardens he visited. Among those is Shizilin jgijj-T-f;f: or the "Lion's Forest" in
Suzhou, which is said to be designed by the Ni Zan. Shen Fu did not see its
beauty because it did not possess natural rhythm that he was looking for in
gardens. On the contrary, the Pingshantang .ljZ w1it garden complex in
Yangzhou had won his heart, because "although this entire landscape was
built by human labour, it was so ingeniously planned that it looked like a bit of
nature M:i:-~Ar}]

, fffj%-}~HG1l! '

U~:7C?t;."

What he valued most was its

integration of the individual buildings that were "stretching all the way from the
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city to the hill, with a unity all its own.,,317
Zong Baihua in his work on the Chinese classical gardens quoted Shen
Fu's view about "space" that exemplifies a profound understanding about the
art of Chinese classical gardens:

Try to show the small in the big, and the big in the small, and provide
for the real in the unreal and for the unreal in the real. One reveals and
conceals alternately, making it sometimes apparent and sometimes
hidden. This is not just rhythmic irregularity.318
For example, in the space arrangement of Canglang Pavilion, the stone
bridge and the zigzag paths toward the top pavilion are the way to "conceal,"
and sudden view of the pavilion is the way to "reveaL" The classical gardens
often place a piece of big rock to block the view and make the vast space
seemed more integrated, which is the example of to "show the small in the
big;" or to use side doors and sudden turning of the road to make the small
place seemed larger, which is the way to show "the big in the smaiL" Shen Fu
had caught the dynamic relations expressed in the arrangements of the garden
space between "big" and "small," "real" and "unreal," "reveals" and "conceals,"
and "apparent" and "hidden" and etc. Moreover, he had chosen words and
terms with accuracy and conciseness in his criticisms. Zong Baihua stated that
Shen Fu had in fact captured the general features of the Chinese art. This is
perhaps why Shen Fu's opinions on garden quoted very often by the
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researchers on Chinese classical gardens of the later generations.
Apart from his knowledge in poetry, in Fusheng liu ji Shen Fu also
demonstrated his knowledge and view points on flowers, bonsai, incense
burning, local festivals, and games of drinking, and so on. This kind of wide
range of interests in the "art of living" is also part of literati tradition. The Ming
and Qing literati such as Gao Lian r'i'j5,i (1573-1620), Wen Zhenheng

xiii?

(1585-1645), Li Yu, Cao Xueqin, and Li Ruzhen, and so on, all had written
about the above mentioned topics in their works as Shen Fu did. Craig Clunas
in his research of such "books about things," pointed out that "there was a
boom in publishing this sort of literature" in the late Ming time, and many books
appeared about "paintings, tea, food, prostitutes and all the other luxury
commodities available to the late Ming man of fashion and wealth.,,319 Clunas
also quoted the twelve chapters in Wen Zhenheng's book Treatise on the

Superfluous Things tH~~ that might provide a rough picture about the
contents and concerns of such books:
(1). Studios and retreats;
(2). Flowers and trees;
(3). Water and rocks;
(4). Birds and fish;
(5). Calligraphy and painting;
(6). Tables and couches;
(7). Vessels and utensils;
(8). Clothing and adornment;
(9). Boats and carriages;
(10). Placing and arrangement;
(11). Vegetables and fruits;
(12). Incense and teas. 320
319
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These books, as Joseph Needham maintains, were composed by the
literati of Ming and Qing dynasties who "sought no office and lived in seclusion,
cultivating plants and writing about them in order to console the heart in bad
times and nourish the spirit.,,321 Shen Fu, in speaking out his opinions on those
topics in Fusheng liu ji with similar style and language, had become part of this
literati tradition.
The other artist, Chen Yun, was also talented in many things including
poetry, embroidery, cooking, and flower arrangement. To make everyday life
enjoyable with artistic imaginations and creativities were the most attractive
character of Chen Yun. As discussed in previous chapters of this study, Chen
Yun had displayed almost in every detail of their daily life her artistic
imagination and creativity that often astonished Shen Fu and aroused in him
great admirations. For example, as a young girl of thirteen years old, she was
able to stand out among all the brightly dressed women of her father's family,
with her old light colored clothes but a pair of new shoes with beautiful
embroidery, all made by herself. 322 Her skill of embroidery must be very high
since she was able to support her mother and young brother when she was
very young. Later she embroidered the whole Buddhist Prajnaparamita Sutra
)~\~I[,

though she was very sick during the time, she finished the embroidery of

two hundred and sixty characters in only ten days.323
The food the couple loved to eat was mainly the food of the poor people
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of the time, such as vegetables, pickles and congee );"f) (rice soup). What
makes this kind of simple and inexpensive food special is the taste of literati
and the equal relationship between the couple that demonstrated in their witty
conversations about the food. For instance, congee has special meaning to the
couple because when they were just engaged, Chen Yun was laughed at by
her family members for the bowl of warm congee she kept for her future
husband. Later when they had to leave the big family, they also had congee
before the final departure. Chen Yun, although was very sick and heartbroken
for having to leave their children behind, joked that her life with Shen Fu stated
with a bowl of congee, and ended with a bowl of congee, too, so if someone
were write a play about it, they could entitled it "The Romance of Congee.,,324
This joke, made in such a dreadful moment in their life, exemplified her witty
character and her courageous spirit that is part of the literati quality.
Chen Yun was good at cooking ordinary food and transforming them
surprisingly into delicacy. Even for food as humble as pickles, Chen Yun could
make it special with her creative ideas. She made pickled bean-curd more
tasteful by mixing it with sesame seed oil and sugar. She also mixed pickled
cucumber with pickled bean-curd and called the mixture "the double-flavoured
gravy ~j,.'MI."325 The naming action added some literati flavor to the humble
food.
At the beginning of their life together, Shen Fu refused to eat pickles for
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disliking their peculiar smell, so he joked that whether Chen Yun was a dog
that could not tell bad smells. Chen Yun answered that the pickles were like
the ancient woman Wuyan ~. who was ugly but virtuous; once you knew her
you would love her virtues and forget about her ugliness. Therefore if people
were enjoying the taste of the pickles, they would ignore the smell. She also
said to her husband: "I have been a dog for a long time, why don't you try to be
one (in order to taste the pickles)?" Shen Fu did as he was told, and fell in love
with the pickles from that moment on. Indeed, their love to each other and the
equal relationship between them were the best seasoning in the couple's daily
life and made the conversations between them so charming with lingering
resonance.
Chen Yun's artist talents and creations contributed greatly to the success
of their play of literati. Without her enthusiastic and wholehearted participation,
without her encouragement and creative suggestions, the whole play would
have lost its charm and excitement. She was not only a great playmate of
Shen Fu, but also a cheerleader, and more often a team leader. When Cheng
Zhangcan argued that the role of Chen Yun to Shen Fu in their relationship
was "half wife and half friend, half man and half woman, half guest and half
prostitute,,,326 he summarized the unique relationship between the couple, but
only forgot to mention the "playmate" role of Chen Yun that was the most
important role in their life of playing literati together.
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(3) Amateurs regarding their social roles

The third role Shen Fu and Chen Yun played as literati was the
sometimes absent-minded, sometimes awkward behaved amateurs in society.
Most of the time, they seemed out of touch with the times or incompatible with
present needs; therefore in many situations they were helpless people and
losers. However, the protagonists seemed not very much worried and never
authentically desperate. The amateur attitude Shen Fu and Chen Yun had
toward their social roles demonstrated their enthusiasm and commitment in
their game of playing literati.
According to Gadamer's play theory, "Play fulfills its purpose only if the
player loses himself in play." He explained that the attraction of play is
precisely "the game masters the players," and "holds the player in its spell,
draws him into play, and keeps him there."327
This study holds that the amateur attitude Shen Fu and Chen Yun
expressed in their social aspects of their life such as Shen Fu's career as shiye
or businessman and Chen Yun's role as daughter-in-law, was in accordance
with their understanding of the literati values and their self identity as literati.
For them, the degree of being amateurs regarding their careers or roles indeed
indicated their degree of being literati. In other words, the more amateurism
they demonstrated the closer they became to the ideal and values of literati.
Therefore they did not really care whether they succeed or not regarding their
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mundane effort to be shiye, businessman, good daughter-in-law, or any other
role the society imposed on them. They played their game of literati so
wholeheartedly that they were lost in their play.
When Kuang Yanzi argued that the couple had forgot their social and
family duties in their enjoyment of artistic life and deep love for each other, he
was actually looking at the fact that they were so absorbed in the play that they
forgot or had no intention to take care other matters in their life.

Sanbai and Yunniang lost themselves in their tender love to each
other and their pursuit of unrestrained and elegant life style, had
neglected their duty as parents .... They were responsible for the family's
fall into pieces. 328
They were the players who were played by the play. In other words, they
did not realize that they were playing literati, but only were drew into the game
and absorbed in their life as literati.
Amateurism originally refers to the attitude of the literati towards Chinese
painting, especially the landscape painting since the eleventh century. It is
generally associated

with

professional artisans (hangjia

the so

called

"differentiation

between the

6%) and the amateur scholar painters (Ii jia ~.J

%)" in the Song Dynasty. The professional painters, receiving orders from
patrons such as the emperor or rich merchandisers, emphasized the formal
resemblance ]B{J;J in their paintings, and endeavored to develop and master
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related techniques; whereas the amateur scholar painters who on the majority
were scholar-officials, painted only to amuse themselves and held that painting
and other art forms as way of expressing their personal feelings and aesthetics,
and therefore emphasized likeness in spirit

1$ {l;!"

the personality and

resonance in their works. For the latter, painting was not something they took
as seriously as a career. They were simply "dabbling,,329 in the painting or
other artistic activities, in order to express themselves on the one hand, and
cultivating the inner self on the other. Their works are called "wenrenhua" or
"literati painting." As a result, people paid more attention to the personality of
the painter and believed that only a person "of depth and vision, one who was
refined by ethics, immersed in learning, and further broadened by his worldly
experience, could fashion images of such insight that were worthy to be
conveyed in, or through, painting." On the contrary, the professional painters
were considered "to dwell on the superficial.,,330
The Song Dynasty poet Su Shi and his literati friends were all the
advocators and practitioners of the wenrenhua, and as Willard J. Peterson
Martin pointed out, since that time, "landscape was never the same.,,331 The
amateur scholar painters in the Yuan, Ming and Qing dynasties carried on the
same aesthetics and developed it till it was widely accepted as a "credo," as
Wen Fong and Maxwell K. Hearn discussed in their work about Chinese
painting. For example, the famous Wu School painters in Suzhou in the Ming
329
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Dynasty, led by Shen Zhou ~XJSJ (1427-1509) and Wen Zhengming )(~8J3
(1470-1559) among others, "valuing personality in a work over technical skill,"
"aimed for mastery of performance rather than laborious workmanship.,,332
According to Zhou Yu, the major differences between the professional
painters and the amateur scholar painters include (1) moral character: to
satisfy one's patrons versus to amuse oneself; (2) training: focused on painting
alone versus integrated the "three perfections in poetry, calligraphy and
painting; (3) method to gain ability in painting: by learning and hard working
versus to be born with talent and know how to do it by nature; (4) quality of
picture: formal likeness versus spiritual resemblance and resonance. 333
This kind of contrast was in fact taken from the perspectives of the
amateur scholar painters who were the elite of the society since the eleventh
century. Naturally, literati painters believed that they were superior to the
professional painters regarding social status, cultural accomplishments, moral
levels, and even personal intelligence. As Martin W. Huang noticed, "being an
amateur by no means implied a lack of sophistication; rather, it was a symbol
of aesthetic aspirations at a higher level.,,334
The profound rational of such belief was associated with the Taoist
distinguishing between "the Way" (Oao

m) and "the technique" Ui fx), to

emphasize the pursuing of the metaphysical "Way" instead of the latter. In Nan
hua jing WHiH~ of Zhuang Zi ~f-T (B.C.369-B.C.286), the skills of the
332
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artisans such as the cook Ding

®:T would not be praised if it was not

elevated to the level of the Tao. The cook Ding, however, in his act of
butchering an ox, did his job with his spirit instead of his body, looked with his
mind instead of eyes: "perception and understanding cease, and spirit moves
where it will." Judith Berling explored further how this kind of transformation
took place from the skill to the art taught by the Way:
By turning their focus away from the social and economic demands
of their jobs and the specific rules and techniques that entail, the artisans
become mentally free to concentrate on the skill of their craft; they have
elevated their work to an art. 335
The belief that the pursuing of skill is inferior also associated with the
Confucian premise of "a gentleman should not become a vessel" (junzi bu qi
B-T::f~)

that Confucius said in Analects. "Qi

~"

means vessel literally,

indicating something useful but is confined to certain purposes only thus
limited itself for serving the grander goal. Confucians emphasized that the
gentleman who cultivating himself in the hope of attaining "benevolence {="
and "righteousness

~"

and other virtues in order to become a "inside sage

outside king" should not confine himself in questing specific skills such as a
ordinary craftsman would do. The Wei and Jin scholar He Van {PJ ~
(195?-249) understood ''junzi bu ql' as "every 'qi' is suitable for its specific
usages; however, a 'junzi' must be able to fit all usages everywhere~:=tf '

Jtffl '

¥'15~B-T

'

~.fflJ

~pfT::f15fEm.,,336 Thus in order to become such all-round

gentleman, a 'junzi' has to concentrate on the self-cultivation, and avoid
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focusing on the specific skill and become merely a "vessel."
These ideas are also connected with another Taoist concept of the
usefulness, or to put it in a more accurate way, the usefulness of the
uselessness. In Chapter Eleven of Dao de jing Lao Zi held that the empty
space in things such as axle of a wheel, the vessel, or a house, had made the
usefulness of the things possible.
The thirty spokes unite in the one nave; but it is on the empty space
(for the axle), that the use of the wheel depends. Clay is fashioned into
vessels; but it is on their empty hollowness, that their use depends. The
door and windows are cut out (from the walls) to form an apartment; but it
is on the empty space (within), that its use depends. Therefore, what has
a (positive) existence serves for profitable adaptation, and what has not
that for (actual) usefulness. 337
In other words, without "something that is not there," the "something that
is there" can not really function. Zhuang Zi changed the direction from the
emptiness of things to the uselessness of the things, and explored further the
idea of uselessness by giving examples such as a huge and long lived tree
which was good for nothing but preserved its life by its uselessness. Also a
badly handicapped man was able to survive from the fate of becoming a
soldier because of his useless body. Thus Zhuang Zi concluded:
The mountain by its trees weakens itself. The grease which
ministers to the fire fries itself. The cinnamon tree can be eaten, and
therefore it is cut down. The varnish tree is useful, and therefore incisions
are made in it. All men know the advantage of being useful, but no one
knows the advantage of being useless. 338
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Xu Fuguan elaborated on Zhuang Zi's thought about "usefulness of
uselessness

~

ffl

Z

ffl" with its application in society. The criterions of

"usefulness" and "uselessness" are part of the social convention and
determined by the society. In order to cultivate oneself and obtain the spiritual
freedom and satisfaction, one has to be useless in the society thus escape the
social control, therefore the useless is in fact the biggest use. 339
Therefore, to be an amateur in painting, or in any other activities the
literati involved, is nothing to be ashamed of, but something to be valued with,
because it indicates one's literati degree and qualification. Literati shall not pay
attention to any professional skills if they do not want to confine themselves as
a simple "vessel." Literati are naturally superior to those ordinary artisans who
focus on technique instead of the spiritual truth. Literati cherish more the
uselessness because it is the biggest use, and so on. In sum, with its historical,
philosophical, and artistic baggage, amateurism had become part of the literati
tradition and gradually permeated the belief and the practice of literati since
the eleventh century. Shen Fu and Chen Yun, being deeply immersed in the
literati identity and value, consequently demonstrated their amateurism mainly
in their attitudes toward the career of Shen Fu as "shiye" or "businessman,"
and Chen Yun's role of the "good daughter-in-law."
As discussed everywhere in this study, Shen Fu never loved his career as
a shiye from the very beginning. This career is in general a very hard one and
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often with a tarred reputation. Above all, this is the embarrassing choice of the
literati who had been excluded from the officialdom because either they were
not able to attend or were failed many times in the civil service examinations.
In short, to be a shiye is a constant reminder of the failure they suffered, and "a
result of unwilling compromise.,,34o
The job is also difficult because of its half servant half slave nature. Paid
not by the government but by the officials or their more important assistants,
the salary of shiye depended on the pocket and mood of their employers. On
the one hand, the unstable position of shiye had made most of them part of the
poverty-stricken

population

which

conflicted

totally

with

their

literati

self-esteem and expectations; on the other hand, since they were close to
power and governmental institutions, some of them often involved in corruption
and became the abets of wicked officials. Feng Erkang

;,!§m.w

pointed out

that "the general public and the 'shiye' themselves all despise this career

t!tA

Shen Fu often had problem finding a shiye position, and once he found
one, he complained about its uninteresting nature and his colleagues of low
morality. He never mentioned how hard he was looking for a job but seemed
always waiting passively for any chance came to his road. He did not record in
Fusheng liu ji any actions such as writing letters to his more lucky literati

friends for recommendations for a position. Another Qing shiye Xu Jiacun g't~~
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H

(1769-1856), who was famous for his letter writings and lived in the same

time as Shen Fu did, wrote numerous letters in his life time to request the help
of his friend and their friends in order to get himself positions to work. In return,
Xu Jiacun also wrote many letters to help his shiye friends or their children in
their job hunting. This kind of letter writings was very popular and welcome
behavior among the Qing shiye circles. Shen Fu certainly had probably done
the similar thing but he did not take it as seriously as Xu Jiacun did, nor had he
many shiye friends as the latter had, which can also be considered a sign of
his amateurism regarding his career.
Another indicator of his amateurism towards his career is his skill as a
shiye. Although Li Qiao reckoned that Shen Fu was probably specialized as a
"xing ming

lfU::g

qian liang W~*.1 shiye" that required some knowledge and

training in the law and finance area,342 however, Shen Fu himself seemed not
interested in or proud of his professional accomplishments. The longest
chapter in Fushen liu ji is the fourth chapter in which Shen Fu demonstrated
his opinions on gardens and traveling, but not a word about his professional
knowledge, excepting only one episode that he helped to set a girl from a poor
family free from the trap of an influential man in a lawsuit in Taizhou county

'*

)'1'1 in Jiangsu. 343 Xu Jiacun, on the contrary, worked with great efforts to
improve his writing skill especially for his letter writings; therefore his letters
were famous for its style and language, and taken as good models of practical
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writing for those who wanted to learn to be a professional shiye. The
collections of his two hundred and thirty more letters, titled Qiushuixuan chidu
fjoK~f R.i1',

had been published by his literati friends (most of them were also

shiye) in1831 when he was sixty-two years old, and reprinted many times in
his life time, so popular that "almost every household had one copy of it. ,,344 As
a result of his fame, he received offers for working much easily than Shen Fu,
although he was also a poor shiye all his life with only "wind and moonlight in
the pocket instead of money,,,345 which is similar to Shen Fu, indicating their
righteousness and their distance away from their colleagues who became rich
by low moral and illegal activities.
On the one hand Shen Fu had long pauses between jobs, on the other
hand, when he wanted to quit, he quit his position without much hesitation. In
Chapter Three "Sorrow," he mentioned that he quit his job in Jixi County for not
agreeing with his colleagues. However, it should be made clear that in the later
years of his time, since it was so hard to get a job, he did not mention quitting
anymore. It was more likely that he was laid off instead of that he chose to
leave it. In this kind of situation, he simply ignored those years or months he
spent with the job and left no details about those positions in his memoir.
After both Chen Yun and his father passed away, Shen Fu had a position
to work for his childhood friend Shi Yunyu. As a successful scholar-official, Shi
probably served the role of the "significant other" for Shen Fu, as discussed in
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the previous chapter of this study. By providing a position of assistant, Shi
Yunyu helped Shen Fu during the most difficult time in the life of the latter
when he was homeless and penniless. Later, upon hearing that the only son of
Shen Fu had died, Shi presented Shen Fu a girl as his concubine to help him
out of the grief and also to continue his family line. In their short stay in
Tongguan

)iffl~

city, Shi provided Shen Fu a good house to live that shaped

like a boat, so Shi named the studio "An Unanchored Boat." Shen Fu said
about this place: "This was the best house I ever lived in during the period I
served as a yamen secretary.,,346 However, Shen Fu worked for his old friend
only one year and five months from the ninth moon of 1805 till the second
moon in 1807. Then he got a position in Laiyang

*~~,

and left Shi Yunyu's

office. It is not so hard to understand why Shen Fu didn't stay in the position
longer if the question was looked at from the perspective of his amateurism
regarding his career. To be a half friend and half servant required very high
professional skill that was certainly very difficult for Shen Fu. As Shi Yunyu's
official rank was quite distinguish, he must had many shiye or secretaries, and
how to get along with them was also a challenge for Shen Fu. He wrote in
Chapter Four about this position that he often spent his time with the family
members of Shi Yunyu, mainly concubines and children, and help their
constant moving from places to places; while Shi himself, often went alone or
with other assistants to his assignments and left his family behind. As a
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longtime friend, the title Shi gave for Shen Fu's house had some quality alike
the owner of the house: a boat without being anchored, or a person with a
wondering and free spirit. For a literatus, the description of "an unanchored
boat" could be taken as a compliment, a metaphor of a free personality;
however, In Shen Fu's case, it could have indicated something that might be
not very suitable for the position of a shiye, which is another sign of his
amateurism.
Shen Fu became a businessman twice in his life but was not successful
in either time. First time he went to Guangdong and spent his money and time
in the boat brothel there with Xi'er; and second time he opened a painting shop
next door to his house with a friend. What he did, as discussed in the previous
chapter, was more inclined to literati than businessmen, or put it in other words,
he demonstrated his amateurism also in his business career, which means he
never really loved or enjoyed the career as a businessman, nor worked hard to
become professionally competent and successful. He did not want to be a
businessman, and did not think he had to take the career as a businessman
seriously. He was "dabbling" in this career only. That was why he was always
absent-minded, and "unanchored," drifting between the impossible literati ideal
world and the despised commercial world.
It is noticeable that development of amateurism of Chen Yun towards her
role as a "good daughter-in-law" is accompanied by the development of her
literati identity. She was a very humble and careful daughter-in-law when she

236

was just married to Shen Fu. Her determination of becoming a good
daughter-in-law won the love of the whole family for her, as Shen Fu
remembered in Chapter One of Fusheng liu ji:

~o

As a bride, YOn was very quiet at first. She was never sullen or
displeased, and when people spoke to her, she merely smiled. She was
respectful towards her superiors and kindly towards those under her.
Whatever she did was done well, and it was difficult to find fault with her.
When she saw the grey dawn shining in through the window, she would
get up and dress herself as if she had been commanded to do SO.347
What she feared was to be considered a lazy daughter-in-law by Shen
Fu's parents. All her life she wanted to be a good daughter-in-law as she told
Shen Fu in her death bed. She did what she understood of the role: she gave
up her own pearls to help her mother-in-law to satisfy the need of the other
daughter-in-law in the family. She helped to write family letters. She did not
explain herself when she was mistaken by her in-laws. These are only few
examples mentioned by Shen Fu. However, as she became more and more
involved in the playing of literati, she became more an amateur in her role as a
good daughter-in-law and gradually distanced away from her original goal,
certainly in the eyes of her in-laws. For instance, instead of serving the in-laws
and other family members quietly washing and sewing, she spent her time
(after she had finished all her housework) collecting pieces of old books and
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paintings, or composing poems with her husband and their friends; Instead of
keeping her mouth shut, she openly expressed her dislike for the taste of her
father-in-law on the plays he ordered to perform at home; Instead of shutting
herself in her room, she made friends with the woman in neighborhood and
became the creditor for her brother-in-law to borrow money from the woman;
Instead of letting Shen Fu and her in-laws to make decision in choosing a
concubine for Shen Fu, she made the decision of picking the young prostitute
Hanyuan, and even became the sworn sister of the latter. The episode of Chen
Yun dressed up as a man and accompanied Shen Fu to visit the temple of the
Dongting Lake in the evening, had pictured a Chen Yun quite different with the
image of a timid new daughter-in-law: "She took the mirror and saw herself in it,
and burst into crazy laughter for quite a while :frrJU~ El?~

, U~::fE.,,348

In short, the more she demonstrated her literati knowledge and ability, the
more she distanced herself away from the "virtues of woman," therefore the
less professional she became as a "good daughter-in-law" in the eyes of her
in-laws. The amateurism she expressed in all of these behaviors had won her
the ironic title of "The Third Lady" (santaitai) that was indeed the opposite of
"the third daughter-in-law" (sanniang), and revealed her failure in wanting to be
a "good daughter-in-law." Direct in speaking and confident in action, she
expressed the part of her real nature that was brought out by Shen Fu, as
Kuang Yanzi pointed out:
Unfortunately, Shen Fu had gradually emancipated the real
348
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character deep in Chen Yun's nature by his own free and romantic spirit.
As results, their love life became splendid and perfect on the one hand,
and on the other hand, being contradictory with the Confucian and federal
social conventions, they set their foot on the way leading eventually to
their tragedy.349
In all, in their life of playing literati, both Shen Fu and Chen Yun had
demonstrated their amateurism regarding their careers and social role. One
point that has to be made is that the consequences of being amateurs in their
social roles are rather different between Shen Fu and Chen Yun. In other
words, it was perhaps not such a terrible defect for Shen Fu, since his
amateurism could be regarded as his personality and indeed his degree of
literati. No matter how unsuccessful was he as a shiye, or a businessman, he
was nevertheless a Iiteratus, and his amateurism and failure in the careers he
disliked could be considered that his aim was higher than to be an ordinary
"vessel." His uselessness in society could have indicated his "usefulness" in
some other fields such as to pursuit the self-cultivation. On the contrary, the
amateurism that Chen Yun expressed in her role as a daughter-in-law was
intolerable and unacceptable totally, because the role of Chen Yun was not to
become a female literatus, nor a supportive playmate or friend, nor a loving
and charming but independent wife, but an obedient daughter-in-law with the
lowest status in the patriarchal family and society, which was the only career
possible and acceptable for a woman in Chen Yun's time. To be amateur in
this field, is to risk the happiness and life of her children, her husband, and her
own, no matter how talented she was in literature and art, no matter how
349
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enthusiastic and creative in life she could be.

2. The Interval Prolonged: Meaning of Artistic Creation

According to Lin Yutang, when Shen Fu named his memoir "six chapters
of a floating life," or Fusheng liu ji, he probably had Li Bai's poem in his mind. Li
Bai asked: "Our floating life is like a dream; how often can one enjoy oneself
)-¥±.~~

, .@;W:~{iJ]?"350

What Li Bai was saying is, if life is like a dream, it is

already hard to hold it steady, but life is floating and makes the effort of holding
to it even more frustrating. Moreover, in this floating and dreamlike life, the
chances of being happy, or, to make ourselves happy ("wei .@;" has the
meaning of making, doing) are indeed very few. Shen Fu wrote down six
chapters originally, however, at least in the four surviving chapters, those
happy moments rarely occurred and often were mixed with bitterness. At the
beginning of Fusheng liu ji, Shen Fu explained his reason of writing down his
life and used Su Shi's (Su Dongpo) poem to echo the title of his memoir:

I was born in 1763, under the reign of Ch'ienlung, on the
twenty-second day of the eleventh moon. The country was then in the
heyday of peace and, moreover, I was born in a scholars' family, living by
the side of the Ts'anglang Pavilion in Soochow. So altogether I may say
the gods have been unusually kind to me. Su Tungp'o said, "Life is like a
spring dream which vanishes without a trace." I should be ungrateful to

350
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the gods if I did not try to put my life down on record. 351
The tone of these lines is indeed ironic and bitter. Shen Fu mentioned
here two major elements of his beginning as a literatus: time and space. To be
born in a peaceful and prosperous era without terrible wars and famines, and
to be born in a family in Suzhou that entitled him the social status of a literati,
he considered himself very lucky, therefore wanted to repay the favor of gods
by writing his memoir. At the age of about forty-eight, after the death of his wife
and his son, after all the years of floating around as a shiye and struggling
endlessly in poverty, no matter how lucky or unlucky he was, he was
determined to put his life down on record, in order to catch some traces of the
dreamlike life before it vanishes completely.
When John Henry Newman (1801-1890) wrote his Apologia, he
expressed the same feeling as what Li Bai and later Shen Fu wanted to
convey: "What a dream is life, the days are come and they are gone;" however,
as a Catholic Cardinal, Newman directed his lament of the never coming back
time to something quite different: "but, so it is, time is nothing except as the
seed of eternity. ,,352 What Newman means by "eternity" belongs to a belief
system that was not a part of the Chinese literati tradition. When Chinese
literati are dealing with the question of life and death, the general attitude is
attuned by Confucius' famous saying: "While you do not know life, how can
you know about death

351

352

*M:tt '

~9;DJE?"
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The perspectives of the Taoists, and

the Chinese Buddhist school Chan long

1~*,

or the len Buddhists, are also

very influential in the Chinese people's view about life and death. The
Confucians, concentrated at the cultivation of virtues in order to achieve the
benevolence f= and righteousness ~, they believed that the human beings
could transcend the mortality by the "three things that not decay" (san buxiu) ,
meaning to establish oneself by virtue, deeds, and words (Ii de

:ITf,~,

Ii gong

:ITriJ, and Ii yan :U.1§). In other words, the Confucians believe that even if one
is to die physically, one is still able to live by what he can achieve as an "inner
sage outer king," meaning to cultivate virtue and character, to govern the state
and pacify the world, and to write great literary works with lasting glory.
The Taoists, focused on the harmony between the human and nature,
held that the relationship between life and death is relative: they are the same
phenomenon in different stages. If one follows the natural order to live and die,
then he becomes the part of the Way, Oao, and thus attains his immortality:
"Above he seeks delight in the Maker; below, he has a friendly regard to those
who consider life and death as having neither beginning nor end

L~Wllito/]:'ff

}]f , ffiJ~W)7~:9E±~~~MJ:'ff~R."353 The story of lhuang li who sat on the

ground and sang songs after the death of his wife exemplifies this kind of
"equalizing life and death" (qi sheng si

~±:9E):

death is only the next stage of

life, there is nothing to be lamented of. Xu Fuguan maintains that lhuang li
transcends the question of life and death by the artistic spirit which is in fact the

353
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spirit of the Chinese art. 354
As for the Chan Buddhists, everybody has the possibility to become
Buddha and immortal, as long as he overcomes his ignorance "worming

~BA"

and obtains enlightenment. Therefore, it is not necessary to read scriptures,
worshipping Buddha, or meditating. In everyday life, one can reach to the
realm of enlightenment by doing things such as fetching water or cutting
firewood. In the instance of enlightenment, one transcends the limit of life and
death and thus becomes the immortal Buddha.
According to Tang Yijie

5~-ft,

although the three philosophical schools

namely the Confucianists, the Taoists, and the Chan Buddhists, differ in what
they emphasize, they are in common with one aspect: none of them considers
death is somethi ng to be deeply mourned for, but all of the three takes great
pain when their goal is not reached: for the Confucians, it is the failure of
cultivating virtue and morality in order to serve the state and become sages; for
the Taoists it is the failure of following the natural order and being harmonious
with the Way; and for the Chan Buddhists it is the failure of overcoming one's
ignorance and achieve enlightenment. 355
There is one thing Tang did not mention when he discussed the common
features of the Confucians, the Taoists, and the Chan Buddhists regarding the
question of life and death. None of the thinkers of those schools directed their
view of the mortality of human beings to religious beliefs, like John Henry

354
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Newman did as mentioned above. The typical Chinese literati's response to
the mortality of the human beings is "this life oriented," thus is more similar to
what the ancient Greek aphorism "Know thyself," or what Michel de Montaigne
(1533-1592) told us, "We must learn to endure what we cannot avoid,,,356 that
is to say, we must understand our limit as human beings, and we can do
nothing but learn to endure the fact: Memento mori.
Walter Pater has described the question of life and death with another
theater metaphor: "Well! We are all under sentence of death but with a sort of
indefinite reprieve we have an interval, and then our place knows us no
more."357 In the Chinese literary tradition, "life is short
days in life are much shorter than our nights in death
repeating themes in the famous Nineteen Old Poems

A.±E9;R,"

and "our

4!f~R{5t.*,"

~w+1L §

different anonymous authors during the Eastern Han Dynasty

are the

written by

*;~

(25-220),

and echoed again and again in the literary works of the later generations. Take
SiKong tu as an example. In his Twenty-Four Categories of Poetry

=+J2]Wr:fu,

he named "expansive contentment" (kuangda 8.~) as one of the categories
in poetry, which can also be considered as a type of philosophy in the question
of life and death:

356
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Life can be only a hundred years---/How far from that are we now?
IPleasure and joy are terribly brief; IFar greater is sorrow and melancholy.
ISetter, with a goblet of wine, ITo go off every day into misty vines; lOr
where flowers shades a roof of thatch /With a light rain passing by.
/When the upturned cap is emptied, IHe leans on his staff and goes
singing. ITo whom does it not occur? --- ISouth Mountain towering
high. 358
According to Stephen Owen, "it" in the last couplet refers to death, and
"South Mountain," "a traditional emblem of the permanent," is used to be
contrasted with the quick vanishing human life. SiKong tu's example of the
"expansive contentment," an old reclusive man who went into the thatch trees
with a cup of wine and started to sing when the cup was empted---reminds us
of Tao Qian. As it was mentioned elsewhere in this chapter, Tao Qian chose to
live a reclusive life and cultivate his true self. During all the years of the
poverty-stricken country life, among his pine trees and chrysanthemums, Tao
did think thoroughly about the question of the mortal condition of human
beings and expressed his thoughts most strongly in the poem "Substance,
Shadow, and Spirit" (xing ying shen

%~1$).

The unique poem consists three

parts. In the first part the Substance talks to the Shadow, and lamented the
mortality of man: unlike the heaven and the earth, mountains and rivers, trees
and grasses, man lives only a short while and then all of a sudden disappears
without even being noticed. Therefore the Substance suggested drinking wine
and indulging oneself in pleasure. The second part is the answer of the
Shadow to the Substance. The Shadow did not believe that the wine can

];X
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extinct the fire of man's worry of the mortal reality. The Shadow's solution was
to do good deeds so to achieve lasting fame by benevolence. The third part of
the poem is the words of the Spirit, who took pity of the short-sighted
Substance and Shadow, and told them that the nature was indifferent to old or
young, good or bad. Tao Qian was perhaps referring to the notions of Lao Zi in
Daa de jing, that nature did not take sides. It treated everything like straw dogs,

which were made for certain rites in ancient time and was cast away after the
ceremony completed :Kttt~C' J;JM~ls~j1i]. Since neither drinking wine nor
making good deeds would help to solve the problem, then the only alternative
was "plunging oneself into the big wave of nature":

Too many thoughts harm my life. What I should do is to surrender
myself to the fate. I plunge myself into the big wave of nature and surf
accordingly, without neither happiness nor fear. What has to end must
end; one shall never worry too much.359
If what the Substance focused on are mainly human instincts, the bodily
desires and ignorance, the Shadow stressed the Confucian virtue and good
deeds. The Spirit, by denying what the Substance and the Shadow
emphasized, advocated the mixed wisdom of the Taoism and the Buddhism.
Casting the desires thus feel neither happiness nor fear, one can follow the
natural order and become part of the Oao, the Great Way. Finally, Tao Qian
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seemed had made peace with all his worries and sorrow regarding the mortal
condition.
Much has been said about the literary works of Tao Qian since Su Shi in
the Song Dynasty. Su Shi, and all his friends in the Yuanyou

jEJti group in the

eleventh century, is the most enthusiastic fan of Tao Qian, especially for Tao's
"limpid and calm" poetry and his natural and true personality. Su Shi even
believed that Tao Qian was his former incarnation: "Zhi Yuanming, shi
qiansheng S::UWrfBJj, ~M:±'." However, Tao Qian's poetry style is only one of his
most important creations. Apart form his poetry style, Tao has at least other
three very influential creations: the image of a literati hermit, the Utopian
Peach-blossom Spring, and the attitude towards the ever haunting question of
mortality. The first two creations have been discussed in the first half of this
chapter. The author of this dissertation maintains that the third creation of Tao
Qian, the attitude of "plunge into the wave of nature and surf accordingly
without neither happiness nor fear," has provided the last fortress for the literati
between or after their strides to achieve those "three things that not decay." To
put it in another way, if the literati ever fail in their effort to establish themselves
by virtue, deeds, and words, they still have one last place to retreat to and to
be comforted with: the philosophy of "Let it be."
Before Tao Qian could really surrender himself to the great Way, he
wrote down his thoughts in poetry and prose. By doing so, he achieved one of

the "three things that not decay": to establish himself by words, therefore to
247

overcome the limit of human beings. This is the promise of literature, the power
of artistic creation. In Gadamer's words,
In fact, our fundamental experience as beings subject to time is that
all things escape us, that all the events of our lives fade more and more,
so that at best they glow with an almost unreal shimmer in the most
distant recollection. But the poem does not fade, for the poetic word
brings the transience of time to a standstill. It too "stands written," not as
a promise, nor as a pledge, but as a saying where its own presence is in
pl ay360
This is why the dream of creating literary works that would not decay had
been in the mentality of the Chinese literati ever since the san buxiu was put
forward for the first time in Zuo zhuan
the Common Era. Cao Pi

~E

:tIft

in around the fourth century before

(187-226) fully appreciated the power of words

and wrote the following words that brought him the lasting fame:

I would say that literary works are the supreme achievement in the
business of state, a splendor that does not decay. A time will come when
a person's life ends; glory and pleasure go no further than this body. To
carry both to eternity, there is nothing to compare with the unending
permanence of the literary work. 361
As the crown prince and later the emperor of the Wei Dynasty

ft

(220-266), Cao Pi had access to establish himself by all of the three things that
would not decay, but he valued words much more than virtue and deeds, and
literati of later generations also weighted his literary works more than his
political and military achievements. Cao Pi's words, after almost fourteen
centuries, still echoed in the writings of Zhang Dai

360
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~t'5

(ca. 1597-1671).

Zhang was born in a very prestigious family in the Ming Dynasty, and all his
grandfather, father and uncles were top scholar-officials of their time. Before
the fall of the Ming into the hand of the Manchu, he lived fifty years of a life full
of "splendor and frivolous beauty" with all kinds of luxuries, including beautiful
concubines and servants, mentions and gardens, horses and carriages, most
expensive clothing, food, wine and so on. However, after the fall of the Ming
Dynasty, he lost everything: his state vanished, his family was destroyed, he
had nowhere to go, and "nothing for even lighting a cooking fire." The past fifty
years "had become one long dream." The only reason he did not commit
suicide was that the history book he was writing was not yet complete. 362 In an
old age and living an extreme poor life, he wanted to leave something behind
with lasting glory. Laughing at himself for his will for "fame and reputation," he
wrote in the preface of his collected essays Tao an meng yi

~ijj1f~tl:

Thus I sigh for the compassionate literary man who finds it so hard
to change a heart concerned with name and reputation: ...... the speck of
attachment to name and reputation will be as hard and firm as the sari,
that jewel the Buddhists speak of found in the ashes of a Buddha, which
the fiercest blaze of kalpa fires may burn without destroying. 363
What made Zhang Dai and other literati cling desperately to the name
and reputation is the hope to achieve immortality by writing. The wish is so
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strong, that nothing can destroy it even the blaze of kalpa fires.
About a hundred years after Zhang Oai, Shen Fu also became the part of
the literati tradition and sought immortality by words. To poor literati like Shen
Fu, "the traditional Confucian ideal of zhiguopingtianxia ([to help]) put the state
in good order and pacify the world) was almost entirely irrelevant,,,364 therefore
he wrote down his life of playing literati with his wife Chen Yun, recording all
their happiness, pleasure and sorrow, and created a piece of art work based
on his other artistic and literary creations, with the hope that they would not lost
in the forever floating time. He succeeded.
Gadamer pointed out that "only with the advent of humanism, as the
Middle Ages came to an end, ... stepped the creative artist as an alter
deus-an 'other God,' a kind of second God,,,365 because the artist, in his
creation, has satisfied his needs to transcend the question of life and death,
and therefore substitute the religion with art. According to Xu Fuguan, this is
the converging point between religion and art. Xu reached the same
conclusion as Gadamer's "second God" when he was discussing the Chinese
artistic spirit represented by Zhuang Zi. Xu stated that Zhuang Zi provided a
proof of substituting religion with artistic creation in which the division between
life and death is disappeared. In the moment of encountering with the art work,
one becomes fulfilled, completed, and eternally existing, therefore transcends
all the worries and calculations in daily life, as well as the question of life and
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death. When man's deepest request for religion is answered so satisfyingly in
art, then art and religion become one. This is why art can substitute religion.

366

As a literatus, an artist, a creator, Shen Fu's creation of literati life and

Fusheng liu ji had provided meaning in his drifting life, and had prolonged the
interval before the fall of the endless night. As James Olney believed, any
creation, divine, artistic, or individual, "will never to be lost from the sum of the
universe," and thus "is forever":
Thus the creative moment, whether God in his world, the poet in his
poem, or the individual in his self, is the great, continuing act of love that
produces something never to be lost from the sum of the universe. We
may not, in our divided state, see as eternity, but any creation, divine,
artistic, or individual, as Los informs us in Black's Milton, is forever:
The generations of men run on in the tide of Time, IBut leave their
destin'd lineaments permanent Ifor ever & ever.367
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CONCLUSION

Yu Pingbo confessed in 1924 that Fusheng liu ji "processed a kind of
power that could bewilder its reader

tii1'f}lE§tAs,;;,f§t.1J.,,368

The reception

history of Fusheng liu ji has partly proved its magic, which needs to be taken
more seriously and examined more carefully.
This study has endeavored to provide a more profound and insightful
understanding of Shen Fu's Fusheng liu ji with a historical perspective and a
synchronic context. In order to achieve a historical understanding of the fate of
Fusheng liu ji in the past two hundred years, this study zoomed in on the case

studies of responses from scholar readers of three time periods, namely Wang
Tao in the end of nineteenth century, Yu Pingbo and Lin Yutang in the 1920s
through 1940s, and Vue Daiyun in the 1980s and after. On the synchronic
dimension, this study analyzes three aspects of Fusheng liu ji: firstly the gaps
in the text; secondly the literati identity of Shen Fu and Chen Yun, and thirdly
the lifelong play of literati of the couple. By placing Fusheng liu jiu ji in this
context, this study hopes to examine closely the literary characteristics of the
book, the relationship between self and society in Shen Fu's time, and the
Chinese way of living demonstrated by the couple's life.
The reception history of Fusheng liu ji illuminated by the case studies of
368
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some scholar readers in chapter two of this study provided three important
directions of the current research. Firstly, in comparing the diversified
interpretations of the reader in different times exemplified by those scholar
readers, the literary characteristics of Fusheng liu ji were explored by
discussing the gaps existing in the text in the light of Iser's theory. This study
maintains that because of the indeterminacy created by those gaps the
different understandings of the book have become possible. The identification,
location, and analysis of the three types of gaps, namely the structural gaps,
the language gaps, and the cultural gaps, can help us to further appreciate the
literary achievements of Fusheng liu ji, as well as its survival and success.
Secondly, in comparing and contrasting the various interpretations of the
scholar readers in different times, the question of the literati identity of Shen Fu
and Chen Yun emerged which leads to the third direction of the current study,
i.e., the significance of playing literati.
It is interesting to see that the scholar readers taken as examples in this
study were attracted to different aspects of Shen Fu's work under their own
historical, social and individual circumstances. For example, Wang Tao
emphasized the tragic love story of Shen Fu and Chen Yun, and the
self-expressive style of writing of Fusheng liu ji. Wang saw his own life with his
young wife, drinking tea or wine, under moon or in the company of garden
flowers, reflected in the life of Shen Fu and Chen Yun. Echoing Shen Fu's
lament that life is a short spring dream, Wang Tao nevertheless allowed
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himself to lead a life as one of the "treaty port intellectuals" and established
himself through his activities as a translator, a newspaper owner, a reform
advocator, and especially through his bold and unbashful political essays and
also his autobiographical writings.
Thirty years later, Yu Pingbo was fascinated by Fusheng liu ji, the
autobiographical work of an unknown literatus, and saw in it the crime and
operation of the feudal society and its family ethics, and also the individual's
struggle for rights of love and happiness. On the one hand Yu felt unsatisfied
by the size of Fusheng Iiu ji in comparison to the numerous and gigantic
Western autobiographies; on the other hand, he was attracted by its structure,
its language, and its integrated beauty. His own happy marriage perhaps also
provided him an emotional attachment with Shen Fu, though Yu's life journey,
under the political, ideological, and literary conditions during his middle and old
ages, was very different comparing to Shen Fu's. However, in all his writings
about Fusheng liu ji, he did not mention the couple's life style or their artistic
creations.
Lin Yutang, on the contrary, after studying abroad and returning to China
in 1928, believed that the life of Shen Fu and Chen Yun demonstrated the
Chinese Taoist wisdom and art of living, which he took as his mission to
introduce to the world. Traslating Fusheng liu ji into English was his most
important and fundamental work, because in his opinion, Shen Fu, and
especially Chen Yun, exemplified the best spirit of Chinese philosophy,
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literature and art, as well as the life (though idealized to a certain extent) of
ordinary Chinese man and woman. Later Chen Yun became the prototype of
female characters created by Lin Yutang, such as Mulan in Moment in Peking.
Lin Yutang also expressed his admiration for Shen Fu, for his "spirit of truth
and beauty and the genius for resignation and contentment so characteristic of
Chinese culture.,,369
About half century later, when Vue Daiyun wrote her book in Berkeley,
USA as a visiting research fellow, she saw the perfect bearing of suffering and
sorrow of Shen Fu as an embarrassing weakness of the intellectuals in the
ending years of the imperial China. Without any ambition politically or
economically, powerless and hopeless, Shen Fu and his type of literati in the
eyes of Vue Daiyun were neither harmful nor useful in the world. Despite
acknowledging that Shen Fu resisted the social conventions and authority in
his own passive way, Vue pictured Shen Fu as the most negative image in her
Intellectuals in Chinese Fiction, comparing to such figures as Ji Kang f~~
(223-262) and Ruan Ji ~j[*i (210-263) in the Jin Dynasty, or the ambitious
and self-sacrificing intellectuals in the beginning of the twentieth century
depicted in the works of Lu Ling and Mao Dun, or the Communist intellectuals
in the 1950s created by Wang Meng.
However, the readers taken for examples in this study have all attracted
to Shen Fu's way to express himself in his memoir, or to put it in another way,
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to his way to emancipate his individuality in every possible way he could
endeavor--be it the disclosure of his private life, or the individual opinion about
people and society, art and literature, or the subtle but still bold way to talk
about his big family, and so on. The readers of the aforementioned three
periods, especially the readers of the first half of the twentieth-century and that
of the 1980s and beyond, were particularly fascinated by the work, because
they "were awakened and urged to rediscover themselves and a Chinese
culture that is authentic and different from the one estranged in a semi-feudal,
semi-colonial society or by radical politics.,,37o Therefore they encountered in
Shen Fu's work the Zeitgeist and the personality they were looking for. This is
probably part of the reason that the memoir is not only survived, but also
prosperous continually.
To understand the varieties of the interpretations of Fusheng liu ji, this
study provided a close reading of Shen Fu's memoir and located three types of
gaps in the book, including the functions of these gaps and the reason they
exist. The structural gaps provided the reader clues to follow the author and
get opportunities to engage with the text to construct their own understanding;
the language gaps, consisted of the poetic features of the work and had the
reader bewildered with its lasting resonance and charm; the cultural gaps,
revealed those unsaid truth and invited the reader to bridge them with their
own life experiences and also explore themselves and their societies further.
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None of the scholar readers in the case studies seemed to have doubted
the literati identity of Shen Fu, or the self identity of Chen Yun, which is that of
a certain female literatus based on her ability and knowledge in literature and
poetry. By mapping the construction of literati identity of Shen Fu and Chen
Yun, this study used the social construction of reality theory of Berger and
Luckmann, and explored the functions of some "significant others" in the literati
identity constructions of Shen Fu and Chen Yun. If Shen Fu's father and literati
friends played important roles in his construction of the literati identity, Chen
Yun had been the most important "significant other" in his construction and
maintaining of the literati identity, and vice versa. The separate discussions of
what it means to be literati for the couple can lead to a better understanding of
why they adhered to the mentality and behavior of literati all their lives. The
literati identity provided Shen Fu and Chen Yun with a goal of life and directed
their behavior in their daily living: they lived a life playing literati with
commitment and dedication to be part-time hermits in nature; to be artists in
their small world, or to give a cold-shoulder with the attitude of "amateurs" to
other social roles they were assigned to, such as businessman, or good
daughter-in-law, and so on. By looking at the artistic way of living of the couple
in the light of Gadamer's idea of "play," this study paved a new path to
understand the weakness and the strength of the couple, as well as the
meaning of artistic creation in their life: their daily endeavor to artistic creation
and also enjoy their creation. In other words, to become literati is both the
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means and the ends. Artistic creation provided meaning other than that from
religion, and allowed them to live a short but meaningful life. Therefore
eventually they could obtain the attitude described by Tao Qian: "Plunging
myself into the big wave of nature and surf accordingly, without neither
happiness nor fear ~ff5~*{ccp

, ::f~2Jj\::f'f:I." In this way they overcome the

limit of life and achieved eternity, even only partially.
Are Chinese people, to certain extend, all part-time hermits in nature,
artists at home, and amateurs towards some roles in the society, just like Shen
Fu and Chen Yun two hundred years ago? This can be a question for further
study.
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